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Abstract 
Many school districts are making concerted efforts to increase participation of Black and 
Latinx student populations in Advanced Placement classes. Although overall enrollments are 
increasing for Black and Latinx students, they are less successful than their White and Asian 
counterparts in achieving a three or better on AP exams. This embedded case study focused on 
one district and examined the practices of two diverse high schools within that district. Through 
the Systemic Racial Equity framework, this case study examined antiracist school leadership 
practices that focus on supporting Black and Latinx students’ access to and success in Advanced 
Placement classes.  
Through the use of secondary survey data, school leader and teacher interviews, and 
student focus groups, the finding showed that once enrolled in AP coursework, Black and Latinx 
students were still forced to navigate racial barriers both in and outside of the classroom. For the 
most part, the district and school leaders relied on technical fixes and colorblind decision making 
within the curriculum and individual school buildings. However, the issues that prove to be the 
most challenging for Black and Latinx students are entrenched within an educational system that 
is deferential to dominant, White culture. This research asserted that school leaders who wish to 
create racial equity within their schools must go beyond technical fixes, develop personal 
competencies such as public reflection and racial consciousness, and implement practices that 
involve all stakeholders in both dialogue and action that focuses on addressing the deeply 
embedded oppression of Whiteness in schools. This case study contended if the goal for school 
leaders is to create whole access for all students, then they must be willing to upset and redesign 
systems that have traditionally benefitted only one group.  
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 Advanced Placement (AP) coursework has long played a role in setting the bar for 
“rigor” in high school settings. The historical, mostly White, demographic AP course enrollment 
has also suggested there has been a culture of gatekeeping and meritocracy. In more recent years, 
however, there has been a push to address the inequitable access by being more deliberately 
inclusive of underrepresented student populations. The sections that follow will explain historical 
context for the intention of AP programming, highlight the benefits, and problematize the issue 
of racial equity with regard to AP. After establishing context, the purpose and conceptual 
framework for this research will be introduced.   
Addressing the Global Achievement Gap 
After World War II, an awareness of a developing educational achievement gap between 
U.S. students and their global counterparts sparked two studies commissioned by the Ford 
Foundation. The study concluded two steps were necessary to eradicate the disparity: First, 
develop partnerships between colleges and high schools that minimized curricular overlap; 
secondly, create rigorous high school coursework that allowed students to perform at maximum 
levels (College Board, 2006). After a series of pilots at East Coast college preparatory schools, it 
was determined that administration of college-level coursework in the high school setting was 
possible. These initiatives eventually led to the development of the Advanced Placement (AP) 
program, which soon fell under the direction of the College Board.  
With each course, the College Board developed a corresponding examination that scored 
students on a 5-point scale, with a score of 1 receiving a designation of “No Recommendation” 
and 5 indicating a student was “Extremely Well Qualified” for college coursework (College 
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Board, 2006). Although there are no official guidelines for offering college credit, the College 
Board (2017b) reported that 22 states currently have policies in place that “guarantee credit at 
public institutions for passing AP scores” of 3 or higher. In the 2015-2016 school year, 66% of 
colleges and universities offered credit for passing scores (Korn, 2016). 
 In its first year (1955-56), the College Board offered 2,199 exams in 11 AP courses to 
1,229 seniors in 104 high schools in the United States, with 130 colleges and universities 
accepting the credits from those courses (Kyburg, Herthberg-Davis, & Callahan, 2007). Since 
then, the course offerings have expanded to 38, in approximately 22,000 schools, and the 
numbers of AP test takers and administered exams has increased substantially to approximately 
2.7 million students taking 5 million exams in 2017  (College Board, 2017b; Klopfenstein & 
Thomas, 2009; Ohrt, Lambie, & Leva, 2009). 
Benefits of Advanced Placement 
The reasons for this expansion may be explained by the potential benefits related to 
taking AP coursework. First, the nature of the coursework creates higher-quality high school 
curricular experiences for students. As a result of these experiences, students who take AP 
courses are better prepared for the rigors of college because the coursework demands high levels 
of independence, organization, and study skills (Kyburg et al., 2007). Additionally, if mastery of 
these skills leads to qualifying passing scores that are accepted by colleges and universities, 
students are more likely to expend less time and/or money on postsecondary education because 
postsecondary educational institutions either advance students through required coursework or 
replace general education credits with those earned through the AP examinations (Kyburg et al., 
2007). According to the College Board (2017b), only 30% of undergraduate students earn a 
degree in 4 years. The savings of earned credit through AP exams may keep undergraduate 
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students from enrolling in a fifth year. Further, there was evidence that participation in AP 
programming in high schools may predict postsecondary outcomes. Specifically, students who 
earned a grade of 3 (“Qualified”) or above on an AP exam were more likely than peers who were 
less successful to complete a college or university undergraduate degree program in 4 or 5 years 
(Ohrt et al., 2009). The College Board (2014) also reported that students, regardless of outcomes 
on exams, who took AP courses, were more likely to earn an undergraduate grade point average 
of 3.0 or higher (on a 4.0 scale) than their non-AP course-taking peers. 
 In addition to academic success in college, it has been suggested that, although the initial 
intention of AP programming was to create a more seamless transition from high school to 
college, eventually closing the global achievement gap, another unintended benefit is that AP 
coursework also addresses the national achievement between students of color and their White 
peers (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). The belief that AP coursework assists with closing 
this achievement gap is attributed to the idea that such rigorous coursework provides students 
with “entrée to more and better opportunities” (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, p. 176) by 
introducing students to curricular material that their peers are not, eventually making students 
stronger competitors for coveted positions in the college admission process.  
 It is important to note, however, that even though there is a belief that exposure to AP 
coursework narrows the achievement gap, substantial opportunity gaps still exist that prove to be 
significant obstacles for traditionally underrepresented students—disproportionately, low-
income, Black, and Latinx (Kettler & Hurst, 2017). Specifically, there are knowledge gaps when 
parents and students of underrepresented student populations are not informed of the benefits of 
such coursework (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). The effect of this knowledge gap is that 
students and parents are less likely to advocate for academic programming about which they are 
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under-informed (Gorski, 2013). The lack of advocacy is also problematic in that teachers and 
counselors who are aware of the benefits and advantages of enrolling in rigorous coursework 
disproportionately deny access to Black and Latinx student populations, citing a lack of 
preparation (Gorski, 2013; Killingsworth, 2013).  
Expansion to the Masses 
Still, given the phenomenon of the effects of Advanced Placement on academic success, 
the United States Department of Education (DOE) began providing funding to extend AP 
enrollment opportunities underrepresented student populations in postsecondary settings. 
Initially, in 1999, then with the introduction of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and in 2015, the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the message from the Department of Education was, “We 
want everyone to know that college is possible” (Kyburg et al., 2007, p. 180). With that, federal 
dollars were extended to reduce the costs of AP exams for minoritized (largely, Black and 
Latinx) and low income students. The funding did result in substantially increased participation 
both overall, but specifically for minority and low-income students—with an overall increase of 
250% between 1999 and 2006 (Kyburg et al., 2007). This number has increased consistently 
since then because school and district leaders have made deliberate efforts to increase access for 
underrepresented students by recruiting and enrolling them into AP coursework (Klugman, 2013; 
College Board, 2017b). Even with the increase effort to enroll underrepresented student 
populations—especially Black and Latinx—there is evidence that shows disparities in enrollment 
and achievement when compared to White and Asian students (Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Brooks, 
2011). Consequently, there is a question, of whether school leaders’ efforts to increase 
enrollment in AP coursework is enough or if more needs to be done to support Black and Latinx 
students’ academic needs in AP classroom settings.  
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Problem Statement 
The demographics of Advanced Placement classroom populations in the United States 
are changing significantly. Specifically, many district and school leaders are engaged in 
sustained efforts to expand enrollments to traditionally underrepresented student populations—
particularly, Black and Latinx student groups. Although the enrollment trends show an upswing 
in diverse student enrollments, the disparity in both overall enrollment of underrepresented 
student populations and achievement between these subgroups and their counterparts (high SES, 
White, Asian) continues to persist. For example, the National Center for Education Statistics 
reported that in 2016, student enrollments included 52% White, 27% Latinx, 15% Black, and 6% 
Asian (Musu-Gillette, Robinson, McFarland, Kewal-Ramani, Zhang, & Wilkinson-Flicker, 
2016). In that same year, the College Board (2016b) reported that of the total examinees, 52% 
were White, 21% Latinx, 6% Black, and 14% Asian. Proportionally speaking, White and Latinx 
AP enrollments are at or near total school enrollment. Asian students are overrepresented in AP 
coursework, and Black students are underrepresented. When it comes to performance on AP 
tests, the national average is a score of 2.85. The average breakdown by demographic is as 
follows: Asian, 3.25; White, 3.02; Latinx, 2.41; Black, 2.03 (College Board, 2016b). Outcomes 
indicate Black and Latinx students are performing below the national average and well below 
their White and Asian counterparts. These differences in enrollment and achievement call into 
question the degree to which the school learning environment, leadership and teaching practices 
have adapted to its changing demographic in order to improve outcomes for traditionally 
underrepresented students in AP classes. 
As it stands, in most Advanced Placement classrooms, regardless of the demographics of 
the school, there exists a lack of diversity, or at the very least, a representation of the 
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demographic makeup of the school (Brooks, 2011; Skrla et al., 2009; Kettler & Hurst, 2017). 
With regard to minoritized students’ opportunities to enroll in rigorous AP coursework, the 
burden of changing current practices within districts and high school settings falls on the school 
leaders (Brooks, Arnold, & Brooks, 2013; Green & Dantley, 2013; Theoharis, 2009). 
Inequitable, systemic practices that need addressing related to expansion of opportunities for 
underrepresented student participants, specifically Black and Latinx students in the case of this 
research, include the following:  
 Gatekeeping and deficit mindsets on the parts of teachers, counselors, and school 
administrators (Killingsworth, 2013) 
 Tracked academic programming and logistical infrastructure that prohibit students from 
enrolling in courses that both meet their needs and allow for frequent interaction with 
college-preparatory material (Conchas, 2006; Gorski, 2013; Horsford, 2012); 
 Potential college-going students’ and parents’ access to information regarding the value 
of taking Advanced Placement coursework in preparation for the rigors of college 
(Theoharis, 2009) 
 The use of colorblind decision-making when supporting of Black and Latinx students into 
Advanced Placement classrooms.  
 
The literature in review in the following chapter will show that each of the challenges 
above pose significant problems, sometimes acting as obstacles for Black and Latinx students. 
However, there is a dearth of information when it comes to research that addresses how school 
and district leaders address and dismantle these systems in school settings. This research aims to 
address that gap. The following sections will discuss the purpose of this study and introduce the 
questions of focus.  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to examine the responsiveness of leadership in high school 
learning environments in light of changing demographics in more rigorous courses. Specifically, 
using the Systemic Racial Equity Framework, this research will use an embedded case study 
method to identify and examine the specific systemic barriers that exist for Black and Latinx 
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students when accessing AP coursework. Along with that, the study will examine the role leaders 
play in addressing and dismantling systemic racial inequities and implementing supports in high 
school settings. In addition, this study will examine student attitudes and perceptions with regard 
to choosing to enroll in Advanced Placement courses and school personnel perceptions of the 
efficacy of the recruitment efforts and ongoing supports implemented at the school level. 
Research Questions 
This study addressed the following research questions: 
1. What racial inequities exist within the district and schools that prevent retention and 
success for Black and Latinx student populations in AP courses? 
2. How do the school leaders effectively address racial inequities that exist within the 
academic culture of the high school environment? 
Sub-question: How do Black and Latinx students perceive the ways in which racial 
inequities are addressed within the academic culture of the high school environment?  
It is important to note that the intent of the research was to identify effective leadership practices 
that address racial inequities within the academic culture. However the findings showed that, 
even though the school leaders in this study were race-conscious in recruitment, there still 
existed a pervasive culture of colorblindness behind providing supports and throughout the 
decision-making process.  
Significance of the Study 
There are a variety of studies that examine schools’ expansion of AP enrollment to 
increase access for Black and Latinx student populations, and many recommend supports such as 
increasing student awareness of the value of Advanced Placement coursework (Hallett & 
Venegas, 2011; Klopfenstein & Thomas 2009). However, few school leaders endeavor to 
implement supports that are designed with systemic racial inequities in mind (Brooks et al., 
2013; Welton, 2013). Specifically, when implementing changes to academic programming, 
school leaders focus on colorblind, technical fixes (e.g., use of test scores to identify more 
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students) to increase enrollment, but they fail to consider broader, systemic issues (e.g., adequate 
racial representation in curriculum, faculty, and course enrollment) as root causes of the problem 
with access (Castagno, 2014). Further, studies in which school officials both identify and 
implement supports report results from sample sizes too small to apply broad generalizations to 
school communities. Davis and colleagues (2012), for example, found substantially different AP 
test results between those students who received ongoing support and those who did not. The 
size of the sample, however, was less than 10% of the entire AP enrollment for that particular 
school.  
The review of literature that follows suggests that school leaders and educators wishing 
to diversify AP enrollments in ways that represent all student populations, but specifically Black 
and Latinx populations, have an established toolkit in the articulated obstacles and recommended 
supports. The supports for students and teachers alike, however, require calculated execution and 
monitoring on the parts of leaders in order to ensure successful student outcomes. In the case of 
access and equity for Advanced Placement, execution of diversification include casting a wide 
net for establishing an implementation team, maintaining consistent and thorough 
communication with all stakeholders including students, parents, and teachers, and building 
ongoing support for students from both professional and peer groups. This case study examines 
the outcomes of race-conscious decision-making and implementation of supports and initiatives 
on the parts of the school leaders.  
Conceptual Framework 
 The central focus of the research in this study involved examining not only the structural, 
social-emotional, and physical resources and supports that exist or are absent in the academic 
lives of Black and Latinx students but also assess the attitudes of school leaders and teachers 
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who create and implement and students who benefit from academic programming related to AP 
coursework. Given this focus and the themes that emerged through the literature, it was 
necessary to develop the Systemic Racial Equity Framework. There are frameworks that examine 
the role of equity literacy in schools as a means for understanding the needs of and advocating 
for students (Gorski, 2013) and the role of antiracist leadership in the context of school settings 
(Brooks et al., 2013). However, there is no single framework that addresses racial equity as it 
pertains to access to and enrollment in rigorous coursework within school settings. The Systemic 
Racial Equity Framework takes both of the previously mentioned factors in and applies them to 
school leaders who examine infrastructures and belief systems and implement changes that 
improve access and achievement for Black and Latinx students.  
 In order to create this framework, it was necessary to acknowledge the fact that there are 
existing racial inequities within schools that are prohibitive to Black and Latinx students’ ability 
to gain entry to and take advantage of rigorous curricular offerings. Research reveals that, 
although high educators are under pressure to better prepare students for college and career 
readiness (Conley, 2012), Black and Latinx students are often the victims of programmatic 
gatekeeping and deficit mindsets that make it difficult to enroll in or build academic capacity that 
prepares them to take such coursework (Carter, 2005; Gorski, 2011; Klopfenstein, 2013). 
Specifically, Black and Latinx students are often disproportionally placed in less rigorous 
courses that make it challenging for them to navigate their way from one academic track and into 
more rigorous programming (Klugman, 2013; Welton, 2013). Additionally, there appears to be a 
dearth of information shared with Black and Latinx college-bound student populations and their 
parents as to the value of taking advanced coursework for both the purposes of college 
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preparation and the need to remain to competitive within the ever-enlarging pool of college 
applicants.   
 Research also shows that for school systems to eradicate the academic obstacles Black 
and Latinx students experience, the initiatives must be supported, if not initiated, by the school 
leaders (Edelman, 2011; Skrla et al., 2009). School leaders have the capacity to address school 
philosophy; current practices; mindsets of staff, students, and other administrators, and 
implement supports that adequately address and redress equity within schools and academic 
programming (Gorski, 2011). The Systemic Racial Equity Framework takes into consideration 
the availability of resources and rigorous coursework, the mindsets of school personnel and 
students who either create or reap the benefits of such resources, and the necessary race-
conscious focus of school leaders who wish to incorporate programmatic equity into their 
schools.  
 Figure 1 is a visual representation of what frameworks informs the Systemic Racial 
Equity (SRE) framework. Essentially, SRE funnels the major tenets of Gorski’s (2013) Equity 
Literacy Framework and Brooks’ (2013) work on antiracist leadership to inform SRE. Equity 
Literacy focuses on the biases that exist within schools and the urgency to address and redress 
such biases against marginalized student populations, but the focus for this framework is on 
socioeconomic status. Gorski (2013) acknowledged that there is often implicit racial bias that 
affects opportunities granted or denied to students, but his focus remained on socioeconomics. 
Both of the frameworks above noted the importance of school leadership in granting access and 
creating opportunities for students, but neither focused specifically on the racialized nature of 
schools or racial biases against Black and Latinx students. The Antiracist Leadership lens does 
this, but it does so with a broader focus, not exclusively on academic opportunities. Systemic 
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Racial Equity combines some of the key beliefs of both of these frameworks in order to address 
the importance of antiracist leadership in confronting racial biases in both infrastructure and 
mindsets in order to provide academic access and supports for affected students and reduce 
academic disparities and create more desirable options beyond high school.  
 
Figure 1. Systemic racial equity framework construct. 
Research Methods 
 This research involved an embedded case study that examined two diverse, suburban, 
Midwestern high schools within the same district. In total, the Fairdale District has four high 
schools, all of which have started a district-based effort to implement practices and supports that 
deliberately recruit traditionally underrepresented student populations into AP coursework and 
offer additional supports for students in the courses. This research looked specifically at 
recruitment efforts for Black and Latinx student populations at two of the high schools: Crescent 
Hill High School (CHS) and Highland High School (HHS).  
 The data collection at each site involved a variety of methods: In addition to collecting 
enrollment and performance data through school-specific College Board reports, there was 
secondary data available that quantified student and staff perceptions and mindsets with regard to 
Equity Literacy
Anti-Racist Leadership
Systemic Racial Equity
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enrollment and supports in AP coursework. All Black and Latinx AP students at both schools 
were invited to participate in a focus group to discuss their experiences and elaborate on the 
findings in the secondary data. Data regarding teacher and perceptions about recruitment and 
supports for students and leadership practices was collected through interviews. Lastly, school 
leaders were interviewed to articulate the aims of additional supports and the role of leadership 
in creating a more diverse AP student community.  
Limitations 
There were a few limitations for this study. First, although I reached out to all AP 
teachers for an interview, the number of responses was about 25% for each school. 
Consequently, it is uncertain that the data from the teachers I interviewed accurately reflect the 
attitudes and perceptions of all AP teachers. Because of the limited interview sample size, not all 
subject areas are represented in the research. In addition to limited access to teachers, limited 
availability from school leaders proved to be an obstacle at Crescent Hill. Although there was an 
intent and desire to aid with coordination of student focus groups, job responsibilities for the 
leaders at CHS proved to be too much of an obstacle, and communication ceased. As a result, I 
only have student representation from Highland High School. The problem with having data 
from just one of the schools is that, although the initiative is the same throughout the district, the 
student populations at each school are unique. The assertions of a small sample of students at one 
school cannot be generalized for all students. Further, balance in representation was an issue. 
Specifically, of the 28 participants, only seven were Black and eight were male. Lastly, time was 
most certainly a limiting factor. Specifically, at best, this case study occurred within the scope of 
a few months. Although there may be historical data to examine, the longer-term effects of 
current initiatives within the school will require further research.  
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Delimitations 
The research in this case was delimited by a number of factors. First, the research 
questions required the chosen site be delimited to diverse school settings. The rationale for this 
delimitation is because the study examined the practices of school leaders in districts that are 
attempting to increase racial diversity within Advanced Placement (AP) classrooms.  
An additional delimitation for this case study was the choice to include only enrollment 
in AP courses. The reason AP was the focus is multifold. First, the research in the introduction 
indicates that AP has become a pathway to college preparation. In addition, the College Board 
collects and provides extensive data with regard to enrollments and success on exams, and this 
data is tracked by race.  
Definition of Terms 
Success. Throughout the literature and the research, “success” on exams is often the 
stated end goal of AP coursework. It is important to note there is no official mark of “success” 
on AP exams, but given the College Board (2014) noted that students who earn a score of 3 or 
better on AP exams are considered “Qualified” for college, this metric will be used when 
discussing “success” on AP exams.  
Underrepresented students. Several reports, including the College Board identify 
several groups as under-enrolled in AP coursework: Black, Latinx, American Indian, Students 
with Individualized Educational Plans, and students of low socioeconomic status. Given the 
under-enrollment of the above student populations, they will be referred to as “underrepresented” 
in terms of AP coursework. When used for the purposes of this study, this concept will apply to 
Black and Latinx students.  
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School leaders. The implementation of district-wide initiatives involve the work and 
leadership of both formal (administrators) and informal (teacher leaders, counselors, and 
department directors) school leaders (Brooks, 2013). In the Fairdale District, formal leaders 
(principals, district administrators) are tasking non-administrative personnel (counselors, 
teachers, teacher coaches) with leadership positions, so school leaders will encompass formal 
and informal leadership positions.  
Whiteness/White spaces. Whiteness is a racial construct that is an invisible, “possessive 
investment” that creates a social-cultural hierarchy that promotes the values and allows 
dominance of White culture over any other (Lipsitz, 1995, p. 379). Whiteness in schools 
manifests itself in curriculum, systems, and mindsets that show preference to White values, and 
the consequence of that preferential treatment is non-White stakeholders—students, parents and 
staff—being “left helpless to create their own rules and rituals to develop safety when racial 
encounters arise” (Stevenson, 2014, p. 177). When examining the role of Whiteness as an 
oppressive system in educational settings, researchers noted that White leaders, teachers, 
personnel “have interests in upholding systems, policies, and practices that have historically 
privileged them” (Swanson & Welton, in press). 
Colorblind/colorblindness. Historically, colorblindness and “colorblind” decision-
making was viewed as an asset in that this mindset (inaccurately) reflects a language that 
assumes racialized progress, but ultimately does more harm than good because it reflects an 
“impaired recognition of power differences between racial groups” (Bonilla-Silva, 2002; 
Stevenson, 2014). Therefore, for the purposes of this research, any discussion of “colorblind” 
decision-making or practices is meant to reflect practices that fail to acknowledge the role of 
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racialized power and a deference to dominant, White culture in school systems (Stevenson, 
2014).  
Race conscious. Given the information in the above definition, and the context of this 
research occurring in a school setting, racial consciousness assumes the views of school 
personnel consider “the historical, political, economic, and social contexts” of the communities 
in which they serve (Horsford, 2011, p. 99). With those considerations, race consciousness in 
schools indicates an awareness of racial inequities within the systems, a willingness on the parts 
of leaders to “emotionally and intellectually understand the history, power and relevance of 
racial resistance of the school and the nation” (Stevenson, 2014, p. 177). Further, leaders must 
use that willingness to make a community fully integrated by removing obstacles and changing 
inequitable, racialized systems, so that all students and stakeholders feel included and have full 
access to opportunities within the community (Castagno, 2014).   
Summary 
 This chapter presented a brief history of the Advanced Placement program, its value and 
the advantages of enrolling in such coursework. With that, the chapter also included a brief 
summary of the problem with regard to diverse student enrollment, school-based obstacles, and 
the need for school leadership to address and redress problems of equity. Also included in this 
chapter were the research questions and the introduction of a conceptual framework that would 
best support the analysis of the results of this dissertation research. The next chapter will discuss 
the literature related to access and equity for Black and Latinx AP students. The discussion will 
highlight themes related to the role of leaders and barriers for Black and Latinx students.  
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Chapter 2 
Review of Literature 
The previous chapter introduced the history of Advanced Placement, the intended 
outcomes of AP programming, and the push to expand access to rigorous coursework to 
underrepresented student populations. An outcome of that expansion, empirical research 
suggests, is a positive correlation between students’ enrollment in AP coursework and predictive 
college success, and the increased federal funding indicates a definite upswing in minority 
participation in AP programming (Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Klugman, 2013). However, in terms of 
both access and achievement, there is a disparity between Black and Latinx student populations 
and their White and Asian Peers. Because of the disparity, the previous chapter also introduced 
questions seeking to identify what barriers exist for Black and Latinx student populations with 
regard to access and the role of school leaders in addressing those barriers.  
With those questions in mind, this chapter will examine research and literature that 
studied school systems, the barriers and obstacles in the way of AP access, and the role of 
leaders in recognizing barriers and building capacity within schools to increase equitable access. 
A review of the literature identified themes that emerged as a result of the increased participation 
of Black and Latinx students within the context of AP curriculum: disproportionalities and 
disparities in outcomes, the role of the school leaders, opportunity and opportunity gaps, 
obstacles (access and equity and personal), and supports necessary for minority student success. 
Disproportionalities and Disparities in Access and Outcomes 
 The U.S. Department of Education (DOE) has made a concerted effort to increase AP 
enrollment for Black and Latinx students through implementing policies like ESSA. However, 
the results have been only marginally successful. Although the numbers of Black and Latinx 
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students enrolled in AP coursework have increased significantly, the overall percentages of 
subgroup enrollments reflect neither the school-based nor the national demographics of high 
school student populations. In a 2009 study, Ohrt, Lambie, and Leva reported a still dramatic 
underrepresentation of Latinx and Black students in AP coursework. Table 1 shows the 
demographic breakdown of high school students and AP test takers in 2012 (Davis, Davis, & 
Mobley, 2013.  
Table 1  
2012 High School and AP Enrollments by Student Demographic 
Demographic group 
High school population 
 size in 2012 
AP test taking population size 
in 2012 
Asian/Pacific Islander 6% 10% 
Black 15% 9% 
Latinx 18% 17% 
White 59% 57% 
 
In its most recent Report to the Nation, The College Board (2014) reported similar 
statistics for the 2013 school year, but the most currently available statistics (Table 2) show 
changes in the proportionality of AP test-taking population in relation to the demographic group 
sizes of the high school populations (College Board, 2016b). 
Table 2  
2016 High School and AP Enrollments by Student Demographic 
Demographic group 
High school population 
 size in 2016 
AP test taking population  
size in 2016 
Asian/Pacific Islander 6% 14% 
Black 15% 6% 
Latinx 27% 21% 
White 52% 52% 
 
These data points are significant because, although participation has increased within 
most demographic groups, the outcomes indicate the emphasis on more diverse inclusion is far 
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more beneficial to Latinx students than Black student populations, and in both cases, the gaps 
between representation in AP test takers and school enrollment is disproportionately lower than 
their White and Asian peers. It is important to note, however, that students enrolled in AP 
courses are not required to take exams. In this case, it is difficult to see whether enrollments in 
AP courses more accurately reflect national demographic populations. Davis and colleagues 
recommend actively recruiting students of color who show “untapped academic potential” (p. 
33); however, the authors do not elaborate on how such potential is defined or qualifying 
students are identified.  
 Although the researchers reported an increase in participation for minority groups, 
overall, the statistics indicated that merely exposing Black and Latinx students to AP coursework 
and exams did not yield universal results. Given the score of 3 as a baseline as “Qualified” for 
college, Black and Latinx students underperformed by a considerable margin when compared to 
their White and Asian peers (Davis et al., 2013). Worse, there was evidence to suggest that as 
minority AP enrollments increased, the percentage of Black and Latinx students who earned a 
score of 3 or better decreased. Between 1999 and 2006, 72% of the Black and Latinx test taking 
population scored less than a 3, compared to 64% in 1997 (Kyburg et al., 2007).  
More recent AP results, however, indicated that this trend in disparate outcomes between 
Black/Latinx student populations and White/Asian has persisted over time, but there have been 
some improvements in achievement. However, there is stagnation in achievement at the highest 
score of 5. For example, the College Board (2014) reported approximately 94% of Black and 
83% of Latinx students earning less than a 3 on administered exams in 2013. In 2016, 71% of 
Black students and 53% of Latinx students earned less than a 3 on exams (College Board, 
2016a). In 2011, better than 60% of White students earned a 3 or higher, with 16% of thaat 
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population of test takers earning a maximum score of 5. At that time, only 3% of Black students 
in 2011 earned the maximum score (Davis et al., 2013). In 2016, 15% of White students and 4% 
of Black students earned a 5 on AP exams (College Board, 2017a). Such results suggest further 
examination of both the nature of the selection process for admission into AP programming and 
the available supports for Black and Latinx students is needed.  
 There was, however, a possible explanation for the trend of increasing enrollment 
coinciding with decreasing percentages of underrepresented students passing the AP exams. 
Judson and Hobson (2015) performed an extensive study that examined the phenomenon in 
detail.  In looking at the trends in national enrollment and pass rates for student populations, 
these researchers contended that increased enrollments over a 20-year period, with a particularly 
sharp increase of underrepresented students in the past 10 years, could be explained by the fact 
that enrollment of Black and Latinx student populations has increased at a much higher rate than 
White and Asian student populations. Given that fact, the authors took note of the fact that, 
although there was a sharp decline in percentage of Black and Latinx student populations passing 
AP exams, there was also a substantially higher number of individuals in the same demographic 
categories who passed exams with a score of 3 or better (Judson & Hobson, 2015). These authors 
noted, too, the sharp decreases in passing rates were particularly evident on high participation 
exams. For example, the participation rate in English Literature and Composition has increased 
by 36% since 2006, but the passing rate for that exam has decreased by 8% (College Board, 
2016b).  
 It is important to note the trend in declining pass rates is not unique to Black and Latinx 
student populations. In fact, since the increased enrollment in AP programs, overall, the pass rate 
among all students has dropped by nearly 10% (Judson & Hobson, 2015). What is problematic, 
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however, is the disparity between the overall results between White and Asian student 
populations and Black and Latinx student populations. Specifically, since 1997, while pass rates 
for White and Asian students have remained relatively consistent at 65% and 70%, respectively, 
the pass rate for Latinx student populations has declined from approximately 60% to 43% and 
from 36% to 29% for Black student populations (College Board, 2016b; Judson & Hobson). 
These findings suggested that mere access to advanced educational opportunities may not be 
sufficient for traditionally underrepresented student populations, and further study on the 
obstacles to access is needed. The following section will examine some of the obstacles in access 
for Black and Latinx AP students in further detail.  
Opportunity Barriers and Opportunity Gaps 
 In approaching the achievement gap on AP exams, or any exam, for that matter, Gorski 
(2013) noted it is essential to consider the opportunity gaps—physical, financial, social-
emotional inequities that may affect students in a learning environment—that exist 
disproportionately for Black, Latinx, and poor students. It is important to note that Gorski’s work 
focuses on inequities for student form low socioeconomic backgrounds, but in his work, he and 
others (Brooks, 2009; Conchas, 2006) noted that there is often a disproportionately high 
correlation between students who are of low SES and Black and Latinx students. With regard to 
opportunity, gaps include but are not limited to, poor students’ restricted access to early 
childhood education, well-funded schools, shadow education, family involvement, and 
technology (Gorski, 2013). Consistent access or lack thereof to the aforementioned resources 
plays a substantial role in educational success and a student’s emotional response to self-concept 
and his or her learning environment (Gorski, 2013).  
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Within the context of schools and access to advanced programming opportunities and 
success within those opportunities, it is important to consider the added value of school leaders, 
teachers and counselors personnel, school-based logistics (e.g., tracking and scheduling 
constraints), and the existing curriculum. This section examines the role each of these factors 
plays in either including or restricting access for traditionally underrepresented student 
populations in advanced coursework.  
Schools as White spaces. A repeated theme in the literature was the need for leaders to 
acknowledge the role of power in schools. Specifically, regardless of the demographic makeup 
of the school, Whiteness dominates every aspect of the building from curriculum to teacher and 
leaders presence (Castagno, 2014; Stevenson, 2014). Delpit (1995) referred to “a culture of 
power” when discussing school communities (p. 24). Along with Delpit, others noted that the 
power system in a school is one where rules, preferred behaviors, and curriculum favor culture 
and values that belong to a White, middle-class society (Castagno, 2014; Carter, Skiba, 
Arredondo & Pollock, 2017; Fraise & Brooks, 2015; Lipsitz, 1995; Stevenson, 2014; Welton, 
2013). In the case of many schools, Whiteness is not a mechanism within the culture of the 
school, but rather the culture itself (Castagno, 2014; Stevenson, 2014). What is problematic with 
the dynamic of Whiteness and a school community is that White students and staff members 
benefit from worrying less about coding, behaviors, and curriculum because all of those items 
are part of a culture those stakeholders own (Lipsitz, 1995). Black and Latinx students and 
stakeholders, however, are challenged by the need to learn to navigate White systems, 
curriculum, even relationships within a school community in order to experience success 
(Welton, 2013; Welton et al., 2015).  
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Aside from Black and Latinx students’ challenge of navigating a system in which they 
feel like outsiders, Fraise and Brooks (2015) also found that part of the process of assimilation 
required a process of “deculturization”—where students in the non-dominant culture were 
required to give up parts of themselves in the interest of adopting “the dominant culture as [their] 
own” (p. 13). This deculturization is a double-edged sword for Black and Latinx students 
because presents them with the option of abandoning components essential to their identities 
(Fraise & Brooks, 2015) or risk disconnectedness and/or ostracization from peers and the school 
community (Welton, 2013).  
Access and segregation. One determinant for who is granted access to advanced 
curriculum is often the school infrastructure. One such example is the pervasive culture of 
meritocracy, where admission to rigorous coursework is determined by colorblind criteria, such 
as standardized test scores (Carter, 2005; Golden, 2017). Often, meritocracy sorts students into 
academic tracks, where students have no choice as to which coursework they take because there 
is a historical tendency for school leaders and personnel to show deference to tracked 
programming over open access to all coursework (Brooks et al., 2013; Castagno, 2014). Schools 
without open enrollment—enrollment based on student self-selection, rather than performance 
criteria or teacher recommendation—for advanced courses limit students insofar as allowing 
them to realize their full potential in areas of strength or interest (Walton, Spencer, & Erman, 
2013). That is, students who are enrolled in honors and AP coursework tend to remain in a 
college-preparatory track with students who are enrolled in similar courses. Likewise, students 
who are enrolled in lower, more remedial tracks tend to remain in those tracks with the same 
students (Carter, 2005; Welton & Williams, 2015). When students are bound to particular 
courses in particular tracks, scheduling students outside of those tracks for other specialized 
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courses can prove difficult, if not impossible (Carter, 2005). In schools with tracked academic 
programming, where White and Asian students disproportionately populate advanced classes 
while their Black and Latinx counterparts disproportionately populate redial classes, the end 
result is a structure of de facto segregation (Carter, 2005; Gorski, 2013).  
This academic segregation is particularly problematic for a few reasons. First, often 
tracked programming suggests that educators within the school have different academic 
expectations for students. Specifically, students in lower tracked coursework often are exposed to 
educational experiences that focus on lower-order thinking skills (recalling, recording, 
observing, rote memorization); whereas, advanced coursework involves higher order thinking 
skills (e.g., application, problem-solving, critique, analysis; Gorski, 2013; Welton & Williams, 
2015). One problem in failing to consistently expose all students to classroom content rich in 
higher order thinking skills students have no hope of being prepared for advanced coursework, 
let alone closing the achievement gap between low and high achieving student groups (Conley, 
2013).  
Additionally, there are social ramifications. For example, when students are assigned to 
low tracks, they are aware of when low expectations are set forth for them by teachers and school 
administration (Carter, 2005; Conchas, 2002; Gorski, 2013). Carter noted students are “sharply 
aware of the structural and cultural imbalances in their schools” they believe teachers “did not 
expect much of them” (p. 70) and reduce their performance to align with these low expectations. 
The effect is a widening achievement gap.  
Gatekeeping. Ultimately, the school leader determines the framework for equitable 
access, but at the ground levels of recommendation and scheduling, the key players for 
determining who receives access are the school counselors and the teachers. Although teachers 
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are less likely to nominate students of color for such coursework (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 
2008), school counselors are ultimately the “gatekeepers” to AP programs (Davis et al., 2013, 
p. 33). That is, counselors have great leverage in terms of signing minority and disadvantaged 
students in and out of the rigorous coursework (Davis et al., 2013). Ownership in the process, 
however, does not necessarily yield positive outcomes for Black and Latinx student populations. 
There is still a national trend of underrepresentation, especially for Black students, in AP 
classes–even in schools with overwhelmingly minority student populations (Davis et al., 2013; 
Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008).  
 The lack of opportunity is attributed to several factors. The essence of the problem of 
inequity is related to the systems established and maintained by school leaders (e.g., meritocracy 
and tracking). Historically speaking, school leaders exhibit a tendency, however unconscious, of 
favoring a culture of colorblindness that adversely affects Black and Latinx student populations 
(Castagno, 2014; Green & Dantley, 2013). For example, as previously stated, selecting students 
solely on test standardized test scores disproportionately favors the performance of White and 
Asian students over Black and Latinx. A closer look at the research finds that the selection 
process for AP coursework is too exclusive. It is often limited to standardized tests, previous 
grades in prerequisite courses, and teacher recommendations, instead of considering students 
through a whole battery of measurements: tests and teacher recommendations along with grades 
in relevant coursework, student motivation to take the course, and postsecondary plans (Davis et 
al., 2013; Ohrt et al., 2009; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). Although creating a broader, 
more race-conscious systematic approach to student selection may seem like a daunting task at 
the school level, but there are existing frameworks to guide the process. The College Board 
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(2014), for example, offers a framework (AP Potential) that, based on these factors, generates 
lists of students who may be qualified for the rigors of AP.  
Adopting a framework, however, is merely a technical fix that addresses process for 
school leaders. What is often more challenging is acknowledging the dynamic of mindsets and 
systemic racial inequities within the school system that bar Black and Latinx students from 
enrolling in AP coursework (Dweck, 2016; Theoharis, 2009). One reason minority students are 
excluded from an AP curriculum is because of a deficit mindset espoused within our current 
educational system. Educators perceive AP coursework as too challenging for students who have 
been previously unexposed to more advanced coursework (Kyburg et al., 2007). A 
disproportionate number of that excluded student population are Black and Latinx students who 
are excluded either because they are deemed unable to handle the curriculum or because reticent 
educators and leaders are unsure as to how they themselves will scaffold the material or address 
systemic inequities to address perceived deficits of a more diverse student population (Milner, 
2012; Theoharis, 2009). The danger with deficit mentality is that students live up to those 
expectations both in high school and beyond (Milner et al.; Ohrt et al., 2009; Taliaferro & 
DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; Walton et al., 2013). Non-AP track coursework tends to lend itself to 
lower level, skill-based thinking skills.  
 Tracking. Although this information may explain the underrepresentation of minorities 
in the advanced courses, Milner (2012) suggested that there are additional systemic issues at 
play. Specifically, minoritized students, often already placed in lower tracks, also receive 
education from less experienced, more transient teachers. Additionally, researchers suggested 
that the nature of AP programming was exclusive in that the curriculum limits the inclusion of 
students of color by omitting culturally relevant curriculum within the context of the material 
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(Castagno, 2014; Milner; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). If such is true, this exclusion only 
alienates the students the school leaders wish to include. If students are expected to both enroll 
and be successful in advanced coursework, it is not sufficient for educators to be mere content 
and pedagogy experts. The concept of content, Milner and others argued, must expand into 
cultural competency, so that teachers know how to adapt material in a way that appropriately 
addresses the subject matter to a different cultural context (Castagno, 2014; Milner; Welton, 
2013). 
 External advocacy. Although barriers exist within the context of the school system, the 
opportunity gaps are also a result of socio-economic and socio-emotional factors for students and 
parents alike. Taliaferro and DeCuir-Gunby (2008) first suggested that the lack of opportunity is 
attributed to knowledge of operational citizenship. That is, often first generation college-going 
students and guardians are unaware of the system and how to navigate it. Consequently, they are 
unable and unaware not only of the potential benefits of AP coursework for success in high 
school, the college applications and admissions process, financial aid processes, and 
postsecondary endeavors, but also of the supports that make it possible for students to gain 
access to more positive exam results (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; Walker & Pearsall, 
2012). Consequently, although parents with college degrees—disproportionately White, middle-
upper income parents—of students are more likely to not only advocate for placing their students 
in AP courses, but also have knowledge of existing fee waivers to reduce costs. Often lower 
income, non-college educated parents—disproportionately Black and Latinx—are less likely to 
have knowledge of either (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). If this is the case, Theoharis 
(2009) recommended it is incumbent on the school leaders to acknowledge the information gap 
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and take the steps necessary to remedy (e.g., going to students communities, ensuring direct 
parental outreach, building in systems of communication).  
 With regard to the findings in the aforementioned study, it is important to note that 
although the research questions were based on publicly available, statewide statistics reporting 
demographic enrollment in Advanced Placement classes. The research findings regarding the 
perceptions of parental involvement noted above were based on a total of seven participants from 
seven different either predominantly White or Black schools in North Carolina. None of the 
participants’ races were identified, and it is also important to note that none of the participants 
involved in the study were parents, but rather school counselors, administrators, or teachers. In 
this case, it calls to question as to whether the small sample size of the study is adequately 
representative of the perceptions throughout the state. Additionally, without parental input in this 
study, it is difficult to assess whether the perceptions of school personnel were accurate.  
 For various reasons, the deficit perception from some school personnel perceived parents 
of color to be more involved in the home and less in school, resulting in unawareness of 
available resources (Flowers, 2008). Again, if that is the case, school leaders can increase 
knowledge of these resources and make parents and guardians either the greatest benefit or 
barrier in a student’s educational development (Flowers; Hallett & Venegas, 2011; Ohrt et al., 
2009; Theoharis, 2009). Additionally, according to some researchers, advisors feel there is a 
knowledge gap in that neither parents nor students of color possess enough knowledge about 
education navigation and advocacy, resulting in lower outcomes and fewer opportunities for 
students (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). Other researchers challenge these ideas noting that 
any student, regardless of race, with parents who place a high value on education and “instill a 
sense that a child’s ability [is] worth developing” (Kyburg et al., 2007, p. 186), will 
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exponentially increase educational outcomes—especially in the way of college attendance and 
graduation rates (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; Walker & Pearsall, 2012).  
 When it comes to perspectives of Black and Latinx parents’ lack of urgency or 
knowledge with regard to rigorous coursework and postsecondary options is problematic. First, it 
is an unfounded deficit mentality based on racist ideology. Horsford (2011) contended that there 
has never been a lack of urgency for marginalized groups, but that information gaps and 
disparities in academic achievement are the result of the deliberate exclusion of racial groups 
after mandated school integration. In fact, in her research involving eight Black school leaders, 
all cited “their parents, family structure, and home life” as playing a “critical role in developing 
their attitudes, philosophies, and experiences concerning education” (p. 39). Current research 
points not at families but school leaders as the reasons for issues of Black and Latinx access to 
information, noting that the decision-making as to who has access to information and who is 
promoted is dependent on the interests of dominant White culture (Horsford, 2011; Yosso, 2006; 
Theoharis, 2009). In this case, school leaders who place the burden of discovering information 
and prioritizing access for Black and Latinx students are neither acknowledging nor owning the 
promotion of racialized inequities in the context of a school setting (Horsford, 2011; Skrla et al., 
2009).  
Student self-perception. Students of color often feel there is a stigma that accompanies 
enrollment in AP coursework. In many schools, the spaces of AP classrooms are primarily White 
in both physical presence and curriculum (Castagno, 2014; Brooks, 2011; Welton, 2013). This is 
supported by data at local and national levels (College Board, 2014; College Board, 2017a). One 
study noted that students’ concern with accepting an invitation into the AP program may signal 
conformity “to mainstream educational and cultural dictates for fear as being seen as ‘acting 
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white’” (Kyburg et al., 2007, p. 184). Further, Latinx students believe that enrolling in a program 
that disproportionally represents the majority demographic will result in their relinquishing 
culture, language, and self (Carter, 2005; Conchas, 2006; Kyburg et al., 2007; Walker & 
Pearsall, 2012). The physical absence of like-cultured peers, accompanied by Milner’s (2012) 
assertions about curricular representation and relevancy, harkens a sense of tokenship, or 
diversity for the sake of diversity, to changing the demographic population of AP students and 
test takers. Such obstacles place a tremendous responsibility on school systems and personnel—
especially those leaders in positions that determine student admission, curricular, and socio-
emotional supports (Green & Dantley, 2013). It is understandable that students are reluctant to 
enter programs where they are further minoritized and marginalized (Golden, 2017). Some 
researchers acknowledge this perception of “acting white,” but when considering the context of 
Advanced Placement courses, Carter (2005) noted that the idea of acting white was more about 
personal style, musical taste, and language than it was related to academics. With that, Carter 
also noted that school-related barriers were less as a result of peer relationships and more of 
obstacles created by tracked programming and staff with deficit mindsets. Additionally, 
Wildhagan’s (2011) empirical research noted researchers who suggested a link between acting 
white, AP course enrollment, and social sanctions, but found “no support for the causal path by 
the acting White hypothesis, in which African American students who exhibit pro-school 
attitudes or behaviors are sanctioned, pull back academic involvement, and do worse in school as 
a result” (p. 456). The question then turns to what supports are required for students who are 
possibly entering with academic and curricular knowledge gaps and face infrastructures and 
mindsets that create obstacles for access.  
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Building Capacity 
 When it comes to supporting and maximizing results for students in AP programming, 
two constant themes emerge from the research: Leaders must build support that are multifold and 
ongoing, and deficit mindsets by any stakeholder must be eliminated. Overall, the process must 
involve many stakeholders, including district and school administrators, teachers, counselors, 
school psychologists, and social workers (Davis et al., 2013; Ohrt et al., 2009). The following 
sections identify what supports are necessary in order to increase participation of Black and 
Latinx students in Advanced Placement coursework and appropriately support their success.  
 Building a knowledge base. In terms of students and parents, the support begins with 
how the school leaders frame the selection process of AP coursework. One thing school leaders 
can do to address inequity is to empower staff with the understanding that they have the power to 
influence systemic change by directly addressing the existing inequities (Skrla et al., 2009; 
Stevenson, 2014). For example, counselors are instrumental not only in terms of access but also 
for tracking support (Ohrt et al. 2009; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; Walker & Pearsall, 
2012). First, students of color must be made aware of the fact that AP programming is available 
for all students and is a viable option for many. In order to create awareness, it is incumbent on 
counselors and teachers to build relationships with students of color based on trust, concern, and 
unconditionally positive regard for their potential (Davis et al., 2013; Walker & Pearsall, 2012). 
One way to build trust with minoritized student groups is for school leaders and personnel to 
publicly acknowledge the historical presence of inequitable access (Skrla et al., 2009). Building 
trust with and a sense of personal belief and possibility for a student is a multi-step process that 
is both emotional and practical. Knowing and tapping students’ aspirations is essential and made 
possible through exposure to career development activities, college experiences, and connecting 
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students with positive mentors in and outside the school building (Ohrt et al., 2009; Walker & 
Pearsall, 2012).  
Once students understand the AP potential, programming involves collaboration between 
students and their counselors and arranging schedules to maximize results without overburdening 
students (Hallett & Venegas, 2011). Without proper communication and support, Klopfenstein 
and Thomas (2009) warned that unsuspecting students or overzealous counselors may overenroll 
in advanced coursework, causing a decline in overall academic performance. Specifically, 
Klopfenstein and Thomas’s 2008 study of schools in Texas showed that, when underprepared or 
overwhelmed students enroll in several (more than two) AP courses, the positive increase on 
grade point average is only marginal. Given the sample size of approximately 28,000 students, 
this finding that students perform better when they are limited by the number of AP courses in 
which they enroll is significant in terms of this research. Still, the College Board (2014) noted 
that more important than the high school grade point average is the exposure to the rigorous 
material. They report students who take AP courses in high school are more likely to both apply 
to and to persist in colleges and universities with grade point averages of 3.0 or higher because 
they are better prepared in terms of both workload and content (College Board, 2014).  
In one school, Black students who received support that involved peer and counselor 
collaboration before and throughout the school were not only more likely to complete 
coursework but also performed significantly better on AP exams and in school (Davis et al., 
2012). Although the sample size was small (22 students of color in a group of 84 AP students), 
the quantifiable results in this research point to the notion that social-emotional support from 
peers and professionals is a factor in the academic outcomes. Where student populations may be 
too large to manage on small scales, in their compilation of findings within empirical research, 
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Mayer and Tucker (2012) recommended taking advantage of a larger teacher and staff 
population through use of advisory periods. Breaking large educational environments into 
smaller groups that meet frequently offers students opportunities to connect with peers and adults 
and receive individualized support even in a large academic setting. 
 Deliberate conversations with students in the process of AP enrollment is essential for 
students to both feel a full part of the educational system–one that ensures access to both 
responsibility and rights (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). Through dissemination of 
information and creation of a positive mindset, students of color are more likely to accept the 
challenge of AP. This, however, is not enough. Assuming an increased diversity, once students 
are in the classroom, the support must continue. This success is achieved with counselor, teacher, 
and peer support. Students thrive in environments in which they benefit from such support 
(Mayer & Tucker, 2010; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; Walker & Pearsall, 2012), and there 
are existing information gaps on the parts of students with regard to awareness of the importance 
of rigorous coursework not only for the purposes of skill building but also for the competitive 
process of college application (Ohrt & Lambie, 2009; Skrla et al., 2009). Gorski (2013) also 
underscored the importance of closing this information gap, and McClafferty et al. (2002) noted 
that one way of doing so is ensuring that all students are made aware of what colleges and 
universities require with regard to admission. Although some leaders place this burden of 
communication and selection on high school guidance counselors (Davis et al, 2013), there is an 
equal responsibility on the parts of teachers (McClafferty et al., 2002).  
 Instructional delivery. In terms of instructional delivery, leaders must ensure teachers 
connect with students by developing appropriately scaffolded, culturally competent curriculum 
that connects students to the coursework, maintaining high academic expectations for all 
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students, providing ongoing support, and monitoring success (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; 
Mayer & Tucker, 2010; Walton et al., 2013). AP courses can maintain rigor without evoking a 
“sink or swim” environment. This is important because AP coursework is challenging for most 
students, but because of underrepresentation, Black and Latinx students face the added pressure 
of isolation from White and Asian peers in the classroom (Walton et al., 2013). Further, because 
Black and Latinx students are aware of the negative perceptions associated with their 
achievement, they are more susceptible to experiencing stereotype threat—“the worry that a poor 
performance could lend credence to the stereotype” (Walton et al., 2013, p. 4). In this case, 
school leaders have the power to assess and address the attitudes of staff and systemic inequities 
that perpetuate negative, inaccurate stereotypes (Skrla et al., 2009) and correct or remove 
systems (and staff) that negatively affect student self-perception (Brooks, 2011).  
 In regard to classroom support, another factor that emerged in the literature was the 
necessity for leaders to ensure teachers were prepared for AP coursework and to change teaching 
to accommodate and include all students (Stevenson, 2014; Walton et al., 2013). Milner (2012) 
noted that teachers, especially those in urban communities, are often undertrained and 
underprepared to appropriately teach diverse student populations at high levels. In this case, 
offering advanced coursework to students provides no additional advantages for students with 
regard to knowledge or college-readiness skills. Kyburg and colleagues (2007) found that if 
teachers are properly trained and given access to ongoing support via the creation of in-house AP 
teacher networks and broad-based AP training (e.g., College Board Summer Institutes) ensured 
greater positivity from teachers and yielded more successful results on student exams. Neither 
Kyburg and colleagues nor Milner offered specific data that articulated the extent of the 
outcomes for students and teachers.  
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 Cultural and social capital. The themes in the literature address two considerations with 
regard to capital. First, social capital is evident in the relational construct of the school and its 
members. Specifically, social capital exists in the interactions between school personnel and 
students and the interactions and communication between schools and families. School leaders 
influence social capital by building in structures that either promote or dismantle racist systems 
(Theoharis, 2009; Valenzuela, 2010). The second form of capital, although less evident, is 
cultural capital. In the context of schools and access, cultural capital considers two forms: 
dominant and non-dominant capital. Bordeau (1977) noted that cultural capital is the embodied, 
objectified, and institutionalized values of the dominant class. In the case of schools, those 
values favor the middle to upper-middle White student population, and those values are present 
in everything from the curriculum itself to accessing more rigorous coursework (Carter, 2005; 
Rubin et al., 2006; Stevenson, 2014).  The weight of cultural capital does play a significant role 
in both the ways adults in schools perceive, treat, and prioritize students’ capital in academic 
settings and the ways Black and Latinx students perceive enrollment in Advanced Placement 
classes and the effect that has on cultural capital in peer groups. The following section will 
discuss the application to both forms in the upcoming research.  
In the case of high school settings, social capital includes the human relationships 
students create in order to make the educational system work to their advantage (Mayer & 
Tucker, 2009). Additionally, Coleman’s work with regard to social capital is applicable in 
several capacities. First, Coleman (1988) noted social capital is a construct that requires the 
inputs of a variety of actors with an emphasis on both relationships within given social structures 
and the outputs that result in the interaction between actors within structures. By design, schools 
are relational structures with a variety of players, but the research suggests breaks in the social 
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network that make it challenging for all students to maximize academic outcomes (Carter, 2005; 
Coleman; Valenzuela, 2010). Given this design, Stanton-Salazar (2011) noted that it is essential 
that “low-status” students, those who do not belong to the dominant population, have access to 
institutional and empowerment agents who work to grant and maintain access for low-status 
students. Within the context of schools, these agents include administrators, teachers, and 
counselors (Conchas, 2006; Stanton-Salazar; Wing, 2006).  
Coleman (1990) also argued that the purpose of a school was not necessarily to provide 
equal opportunities for students, but rather provide equitable opportunities for students with the 
intention of “leading in the direction of equal adult opportunities” (p. 64). He argued it is no 
longer sufficient for schools to merely provide free places for learning, but that it is incumbent 
on the school to motivate children to learn in order to maximize access to future opportunities. 
For the purposes of this study, this application makes sense in that the aim of federal mandates 
like NCLB (1999) and ESSA (2015) is to prepare all high school students for postsecondary 
opportunities—for example, to attend colleges and universities, earn degrees, and gain entry into 
careers that will increase the potential for equal adult opportunities.  
In addition to redefining role of the school, Coleman (1988) argued the strongest social 
networks are closed social networks. In other words, where relationships exist among actors, 
there is likely a shared understanding of values and cultural norms; they can combine resources 
and produce outcomes that are positive for all (Coleman, 1988). In terms of schools and 
schooling, closed social networks are particularly beneficial when there are strong relationships 
between school personnel, students, parents, and communities (Coleman, 1988). What is 
problematic is that Coleman and others (Horsford, 2012; Skrla et al., 2009; Taliaferro & DeCuir-
Gunby, 2008) noted substantial gaps in information, communication, and value alignment when 
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considering marginalized student populations. Additionally, through his empirical research, 
Coleman (1990) contended there is evidence that for students who have fewer financial 
resources, guardians with less education, or come from single parent homes, there is a potential 
for substantial erosion of social capital, thus leaving entire populations of students without the 
opportunity to realize the benefits of aligned, closed social networks. With access to institutional 
and empowerment agents, however, the benefits of access to counselors, more rigorous 
coursework, and curriculum that makes students competitive in the college application process 
becomes possible (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). In order to be truly effective, these agents must not 
only be committed to providing access to and connections within social circles, but also to “not 
act[ing] on the established rules of social structure that support the purpose of consolidating 
resources within the upper levels of hierarchy” (p. 1089). Additional supports in the school have 
the potential of addressing existing gaps with regard to social capital by providing additional 
supports to students who need them (Coleman, 1988; Stanton-Salazar, 2011).  
Lastly, the researchers above presented both the social-emotional component and 
potential long-term effects of excluding or underrepresenting poor, Black, and Latinx student 
groups from advanced coursework, but Coleman’s (1988) research and framework also identify a 
cause-and-effect relationship between untracked or open enrollment classes and student 
achievement. Specifically, he noted that within the social construct of the school, individuals 
cannot overlook the role of social capital among peers. Through his empirical research, in 
addition to noting that another function of schools is to build an awareness of and appreciation 
for a multicultural society, Coleman found students of all backgrounds increased achievement 
when they had the opportunity to build social networks and share the learning experience with a 
diversity of student populations. The greatest beneficiaries of this increase in achievement were 
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Black and Latinx student populations. With this, both Valenzuela’s (1999) the work of Oakes, 
Rogers (2006) also found with the help of “supportive, activist adults,” students who were 
plugged into peers with similar cultural backgrounds and shared academic goals found 
reinforcement and “commitment to academic achievement” (pp. 157-58).  
When considering the advantage of schools and schooling, Bourdieu noted “academic 
qualifications are to cultural capital what money is to economic capital” (1972, p. 187). In the 
case of this research, cultural capital applies to a couple of contexts: the access to and 
prioritization of the dominant class and the treatment of the cultural values of the non-dominant 
student populations. The goal of the research is to identify high-leverage leadership practices that 
create pathways for students who are traditionally excluded from advanced coursework to not 
only gain access but also experience success. In identifying those practices, the intention of the 
research is to also identify the degree to which non-dominant cultural capital is taken into 
consideration. In other words, assuming school personnel and administration prioritizes the 
dominant class values, those of middle-class, White students within the rules and the curriculum 
(Bourdieu; Carter, 2006; Castagno, 2014; Stevenson, 2014; Wing, 2006), it will be important to 
examine whether non-dominant cultural capital is present and valued in the school culture and 
advanced curriculum.  
School Leaders Matter 
 There is little question that in order for schools and districts to better afford educational 
access and equity to all students, that it is incumbent on school and district leaders to 
acknowledge, address, and redress systemic inequities that exist within schools. As it stands, 
there are no shortage of systems that deliberately or inadvertently exclude Black and Latinx 
students from reaping the benefits of structures and programs that grant them access to more 
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rigorous curriculum and, consequently, access to more desirable opportunities beyond high 
school (Carter, 2005; Conchas, 2006; Gorski, 2013; Oakes & Rogers, 2006; Welton, 2013). 
Access to highly qualified teachers to who will prepare students for rigorous curriculum, 
stakeholders who notice inequities, an inclusive curriculum that not only acknowledges but also 
honors Black and Latinx students’ cultural backgrounds, academic and social networks are 
among several identified resources that would both grant access and better ensure success for 
minoritized student populations in AP coursework (Castagno, 2014; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 
2008). Too often, present behaviors perpetuate past transgressions. If the aim is to correct 
inequities and close the achievement gap, it is the responsibility for those in positions of power, 
to not only lead the discussions, but also educate staff and students, so that long term, substantial, 
and sustainable measures can be taken to provide not just better, but equitable education for all 
students (Horsford, 2014). Brooks (2012) noted, “Without a leader’s willingness to deal with 
dialogue, assumptions, and biases, differences continue to be ignored. The power structure, 
hegemonic and hierarchical, continues as is; schools, despite the rhetoric of vision . . . remain the 
same” (p. 23). With the necessary qualities in of leadership in mind, the following sections will 
discuss emergent themes in research where school leaders, especially principals, made strides to 
increase educational access and equity for all students.  
 Self-reflection. Within school, when endeavoring to create any level of systemic change, 
leaders must acknowledge that the issues are as much about culture and attitude as they are about 
infrastructure (Castagno, 2014; Theoharis, 2007; Walton et al., 2017). Deficit thinking among 
staff members is engrained in school culture and manifests itself in several ways—verbal 
rhetoric, attitudinal responses to student misbehavior, tracking—and all of these 
disproportionally affect poor, Black, and Latinx students (Brooks, 2012; Carter 2005; Gorski, 
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2011; Theoharis, 2007). Changing the direction of current practices that adversely affect any 
student populations begins with the need for school leaders to regularly exercise in the practice 
of self-reflection, “soberly ponder the ways students are socialized in school [and] investigate 
how various educational practices such as tracking and induction to gifted or other special 
programs are accomplished” (Jean-Marie & Mansfield, 2013, p. 29). In an embedded study of 
school leaders in diverse school settings, Theoharis and Haddix (2013) found that, even though 
the leaders all acknowledged a clear issue with regard to inequitable treatment and experiences 
for Black and Latinx students, they felt they were incapable of leading discussion on racial issues 
and institutional racism unless the leaders openly faced their own issues, biases, and gaps on 
those subjects.  
 Jean-Marie and Mansfield (2013) contended that truly passionate leaders seek critical 
approaches to changing culture and addressing inequities, but in order to do so, they must begin 
by building on their own consciousness to build capacity for truly transformative practices. 
Although no research identified a one-size-fits-all model of systematic approach to personal 
reflection and development in leaders, key levers in informing understanding and raising 
awareness of individual leader thought processes began with looking at the data (Jean-Marie & 
Mansfield, 2013; Theoharis & Haddix, 2013). For example, Killingsworth (2013) found that 
Black and Latinx student populations are “much less likely than White students with the same 
test scores to be enrolled in honors or [AP] level courses” (p. 76). Additionally, she noted that 
Black and Latinx students were more likely to be taught by teachers who were not highly 
qualified and more likely to be placed in tracks that focused on skill-based instruction, rather 
than higher order thinking. In another study, looking at demographic statistics in tracked school 
programming highlighted what school leaders identified as an “inadvertently racist system” 
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within the school (Theoharis & Haddix, p. 13). If leaders are able to better identify inequitable, 
racist practices, they build a capacity within themselves to mobilize change by better educating 
the staff (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2013; Skrla et al., 2009). However, the imperative to creating 
change is in having a leader who is present, looking for the inequities, and is reflective about 
what he or she sees, and believes delivering equitable environments is a moral obligation for 
school leaders (Brooks, 2012; Theoharis, 2009).  
 Building staff capacity and using data. In another multi-site study of school leaders, 
Theoharis (2007) noted that a common link between effective leaders involved taking staff 
education about race an equity into their own hands, that they “resisted the assumptions that 
typical education or staff development programs were adequate preparation in substantiating a 
social justice orientation and practices for educators” (p. 235). Because concepts of inequity and 
social justice are taught explicitly in some schools of education and not in others, that there are 
inconsistencies in quality and quantity in schools of education, it is up to school leaders to ensure 
schoolwide understanding, so that students who are traditionally marginalized or 
underrepresented are constantly taken into consideration (Brooks, 2012). In multiple studies, key 
factors in effective staff education and development included leaders’ use data as the base for 
transforming staff capacity and both acknowledging and valuing the diverse perspectives and 
experiences of the staff engaging in the development (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012; Skrla et 
al., 2009; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis, 2009).  
 The use of data is essential for several reasons. First, it highlights the inequities listed in 
the previous section, and in doing so brings the issues of race and equity to the forefront of the 
conversation. Leaders in one study noted the aim of including data that highlighted race was not 
to make teachers more comfortable with race; to the contrary, the aim was to make teachers more 
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aware of an uncomfortable with racist practices, to intertwine race and data, so that 
marginalization remained part of the conversation (Theoharis & Haddix, 2013).  
 Another advantage to using data is that it allows educators to “deconstruct” students’ 
realities and consider how current practices promote or reduce marginalizing conditions (Jean-
Marie & Mansfield, 2013, p. 26; Lange, Range & Welsh, 2012). The unfortunate benefit of data 
with regard to racial demographics is that they often show trends of marginalization of Black and 
Latinx student populations. With this, however, the positive byproduct is that, once exposed to 
the school-based realities students face, staff members are more likely to engage in a dialogue of 
professional inquiry (Skrla et al., 2009). In some cases, staff may question who is playing the 
role of gatekeeper to marginalized students in terms of access to more rigorous curriculum. Some 
school systems may find that access is less a matter of gatekeeping with regard to personnel and 
more an issue of systemic barriers related to cost or scheduling (Killingsworth, 2013). It is the 
role of the school and district leaders, Theoharis (2007) and Brooks (2012) contended, to present 
the data to staff in ways that allow for school or district-wide reform, and their empirical 
research supports the idea that, only by including the staff in the design of school improvement 
can good leaders actually envision the possibilities for student achievement.  
 Perhaps the most compelling reason to educate staff in using data to inform educational 
decision-making is the possibility of creating outcomes that benefit Black and Latinx student 
populations and the school climate. When looking at AP enrollment and achievement using what 
Skrla et al. (2009) called “Equity Audits” found substantial gaps in both percentages of students 
enrolling in AP classes and in percentages of students meeting minimum criteria for earning 
college credit-worthy scores. However, their study in a large, urban, diverse school district 
(59,824 total students in elementary, middle, and high school) found substantial increases in 
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student achievement once data coaching was implemented. Specifically, the “combination of 
support and pressure from the central office” to use data to guide instructional decisions such as 
placement and instruction proved instrumental in “dramatic, districtwide improvement in student 
achievement” and raising all schools to “recognized” or “exemplary” in the state’s school rating 
system (Skrla et al., 2009, pp. 64-65). Although their study of this district did not address AP 
placement and scores, specifically, it does highlight the potentially positive effect of using data 
as a means for better informing attitudes and thought processes of professional staff regarding 
academic gatekeeping and the need to consider academic equity as it applies to race.  
 In addition to looking at data, effective school leaders also found time and creative spaces 
for group reflection, where staff members had opportunities to examine Whiteness, White 
privilege, racism, and the role of those components within school climate and student perception. 
Jean-Marie and Mansfield (2013) argued that few are willing to address the fact that individual, 
cultural, institutionalized, and collective racism co-exist and co-create a pervasive cloud of 
racism that either silently oppresses or empowers various groups within schools. In order for 
school staffs to become aware of these systems, they must be empowered by school leaders who 
share encourage and engage in conversations and provide ongoing professional development that 
seeks to address and rectify harmful systems (Brooks, 2012; Jean-Marie & Mansfield, 2013; 
Theoharis, 2007).  
 Changing systems and policies. Brooks (2012) noted that often educational systems and 
policies were put in place because long-term decisions were made without regard for “broad-
ranging implications” and without discussion or input from a wider body of stakeholders (p. 25). 
Tracking, colorblind decision-making, access to advanced curriculum, more qualified teachers, 
and individual classrooms that reflect the diversity of the school’s student body are symptoms of 
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school systems with racialized undercurrents (Castagno, 2014; Gorski, 2013; Jean-Marie & 
Mansfield, 2013; Welton, 2013). One such example that highlights the presence of accepted and 
ignored racism in schools in Brooks’ 2-year ethnographic study of a public, Southeastern high 
school made up of a population that was 85% African-American and 12% White (3% “other”). 
When looking at advanced coursework (in this case, International Baccalaureate) and student 
achievement, Brooks found 40% of the students enrolled were White and 41% were African-
American. The overall pass rate on state exams of students enrolled in advanced classes was 88% 
in reading and 99% math, compared to respective passing rates of 27% and 26% for students not 
enrolled in advanced classes. The disparities in both enrollment and in outcomes are problematic 
because they not only highlight the imbalance of racial inequities in terms of access to rigorous 
coursework and lower tracks, but also because it supports the idea that lower tracked coursework 
does not prepare students, and in this case, disproportionate numbers of African-American 
students, academically (Brooks, 2012; Conley, 2013; Gorski, 2013). 
 In addition to the academic disparities, Brooks’ (2012) study brought attention to the 
inadvertent perpetuation of racist attitudes in when he wrote, “When white students enter an 
advanced placement classroom and see few if any students of color, they are unconsciously 
indoctrinated into White intellectual supremacy” (p. 74). Conversely, when Black and Latinx 
students see disproportional enrollments of students of similar demographic backgrounds in 
lower-tracked classrooms, there is a greater chance of reinforcement of negative beliefs and 
internalized racism with regard to personal and academic potential (Carter, 2005; Conchas, 2002; 
Gorski, 2013). The biggest issue, Brooks noted, is that school leaders were either unaware of the 
inequities or too overwhelmed by the racialized nature to confront them directly. However, 
highlighting those inequities is essential, and once all faculty and staff are engaged in dialogue 
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regarding race and educational inequities with regard to access to advanced curriculum, effective 
school leaders will include a wide body of stakeholders within the building to address those 
inequities (Brooks, 2012; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis & Haddix, 2013). Some of those the 
inequities effective leaders consider are teacher and counselor gatekeeping, tracking, and 
ensuring demographic populations within all courses are representative of the diversity of the 
overall student body (Carter, 2005; Davis et al., 2013; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). 
 Although Brooks’ work frames more of the problems with regard to race and inequities in 
schools than it does solutions, there are research-based interventions that have proven successful. 
Theoharis’ (2007) study contended that in terms of structure, detracking academic programing, 
especially when they marginalize minoritized student populations by placing them into lower and 
remedial tracks, and offering more advanced academic courses to minoritized students 
immediately enhances the quality of rigor in instruction. In both this study and a later replication, 
the leaders’ decisions to untrack courses also increased teacher accountability by ensuring all 
students received equal levels of instruction that implemented equitable, individualized supports 
within classes while increasing attendance, participation in advanced coursework, and college-
going percentage, and closing the gap by as much as 22% in one school (Theoharis, 2009; 
Theoharis & Haddix, 2013).  
 Addressing concrete, academic policies is only a portion of the work for equity-minded 
school leaders. Equally imperative is the need to address culture, as this focuses on “whole 
school reform that bases teaching and learning on students’ creation of knowledge that will 
liberate them from the ways in which” they are currently categorized, labeled, or constrained 
either through self or professional perception” (Brooks, 2012, p. 21). A previous section 
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addressed how to approach changing teacher mindset and culture, but equity-mindedness must 
also include deliberate outreach to students and families.  
 If the aim is to increase student achievement, Madhlangobe and Gordon (2012) found 
that key levers in creating a positive school environment for students in a diverse, 900-student 
high school included the following: building relationships with students by demonstrating 
understanding and empathy for the challenges of minoritized student populations; showing value 
for students through a culturally inclusive curriculum; allowing all students to use their own 
experiences to contextualize coursework. At the very least, students must be made aware that 
school leaders acknowledge and wish to empower all students by not only highlighting the 
problems of racism and inequitable access for marginalized students, but also including all 
students in the discussion that targets solutions (Brooks, 2012; Skrla et al., 2009).  
 Lastly, in aiming to increase access, equity, and ultimately achievement for Black and 
Latinx student populations, school leaders must include parents in the conversation. Part of the 
issue is that some parents of minoritized students are unaware of the existence and advantages of 
more rigorous curriculum, so they do not know what to advocate on behalf of their students 
(Carter, 2005; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2009). For equity-minded leaders including parents in 
the conversation means deliberately seeking out underrepresented, minoritized students and their 
families and may include reaching out to parent groups, targeted calls home, and corresponding 
in home languages to ensure understanding (Theoharis, 2009; Walker & Pearsall, 2012). 
Gaps in the Literature and Need for Additional Research 
It is important to note that there are a number of dissertations that have approached 
identifying trends in AP enrollment and success. In large part, these dissertations addressed that 
gaps exist, have explored why minoritized and underrepresented student populations are at a 
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distinct disadvantage in high school settings when comparing non-diverse district to non-diverse 
district. There is at least one dissertation that has approached the topic in a similar fashion as this 
dissertation—a focus on diverse school settings and creation of access. However, the qualitative 
research emphasized the reaction to the implementation of programs that granted access to 
underrepresented student populations in one district (Ringo, 2008) leaving room to build on the 
literature in ways that explore the causes of gaps, inequities within a variety of school settings, 
and the identification of effective implementation and support.  
Additionally, the empirical research in this literature review revealed common themes of 
identified barriers and the role of leadership in addressing academic inequities for students, but 
there were several components that would benefit from further research. Many of the studies 
mentioned personal reflection on the parts of leaders, but none explored what, specifically, those 
reflective practices involved. Additionally, some of the research discussed what school policies 
and structures needed to change in order to provide access, but none reported wide-range success 
in the implementation. Further, although all of the studies discussed or explored the leaders’ role 
in changing culture and increasing academic access and achievement for Black and Latinx 
students, none focused solely on the role of the leaders in approaching equitable delivery of AP 
curriculum. With that, all of the studies discussed the generally positive influence of equity-
minded leaders; all identified effective practices, but few addressed concrete cause and effect 
relationships between leaders’ efforts and student outcomes. Lastly, none of the studies included 
student voice with regard to their impressions of the messaging from school and district leaders 
about racialized academic inequities.  
 Given the gaps above, more research is needed in the area of the leader’s role in creating 
a more equitable path to enrollment and success in AP coursework for Black and Latinx students. 
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Specifically, when looking at enrollment and achievement in Advanced Placement in diverse 
school settings, there is a question as to how leaders systematically identify placement and 
achievement gaps within their schools and districts and gain momentum in addressing those 
gaps. Further, although there is research on supports for minoritized students enrolled in AP 
programs, there is a dearth of information when it comes to student perceptions of the leaders, 
how leaders message inequities and the role they play establishing systems for support. 
Conceptual Framework 
 Given that the emergent themes from the literature in the previous section focus mainly 
on racialized systemic barriers and the role of school leaders in recognizing and removing those 
barriers, the scope of my current and future research require pulling from two frameworks in 
order to adequately address all aspects of the research. The following section will discuss 
Gorski’s (2013) Equity Literacy framework and Brooks’ work on Antiracist Leadership. The two 
will be used to create the Systemic Racial Equity Framework.  
 Equity literacy. Gorski’s Equity Literacy Framework (2013) emphasizes four abilities 
necessary for educators and school leaders to produce environments that nurture all students:  
1. The ability to recognize the effect of embedded biases on the part of a school climate 
with regard to “dynamics, school cultures and policies.”  
2. The ability to immediately respond to biases and inequities in the short-term. 
3. The ability redress these biases and inequities in the long-term. 
4. The ability to create and sustain bias free, equitable learning environments. 
Gorski’s (2013) framework aims to address far-reaching, systemic change. The essential 
components, however, apply to all aspects of a school environment and application of this 
framework, even at the micro-level of one aspect of high school settings, is warranted. First, 
when considering sheer access to demanding curriculum, it is essential to note that students 
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classified as having low socioeconomic status (SES) have fewer opportunities than their 
wealthier counterparts to higher order curricula. The Equity Literacy Framework focuses 
primarily on students with low SES, but there is a strong correlation between SES and racial 
demographics. Specifically, when considering poverty in schools, there is a disproportionally 
negative influence on Black and Latinx student populations. 
Low-income, Black, and Latinx students are often placed into tracks that expose them to 
little more than “skill and drill” instruction (Gorski, 2013). The emphasis on remediation is 
problematic not only because this leaves these student populations either locked into a particular 
track or ill-prepared for more advanced tracks, but this type of instruction also communicates a 
culture of low expectations for students within those tracks (Carter, 2005). The cause-and-effect 
relationship is then a student’s understanding that he or she must merely live up to those low 
expectations; students believe that if the bare minimum is all that is expected, then they need 
produce no more to earn an acceptable grade in a particular course (Carter, 2005). Even here, 
Carter asserted, the emphasis becomes more about the grade than the skill, less about learning 
and more about reward.  
Equity Literacy also addresses a gap in information and communication between schools 
and families living in poverty. There is an underlying assumption that poor parents are less 
involved with, care less about, and have fewer expectations for their students in academic 
settings (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). The Equity Literacy Framework challenges school 
leaders and teachers to address to what extent school officials have actually made attempts to 
involve families which appear less concerned with students’ access to rigorous curriculum and 
academic success within any coursework (Gorski, 2013). Specifically, the framework asks 
school officials to reflect on and reconsider the means by which they reach out to and inform 
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marginalized families with regard to academic opportunities as they apply to students both 
immediately to coursework and beyond high school (Gorski, 2013). The research above 
underscores two critical ideas: school officials often do little to change means of communication 
to suit the needs of all families. When they do deliberately reach out to underrepresented students 
and families, there is not only great appreciation on the parts of students and families, but also 
greater involvement, enrollment, and success within the school environment for poor, Black, and 
Latinx student populations (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). 
Equity Literacy Framework also acknowledges that, even with efforts to diversify the 
population of AP curricula, once students are enrolled, additional safeguards are necessary to 
ensure success (Gorski, 2013). Specifically, the framework notes that “fair or equitable 
distribution of resources might not be an equal distribution” (Gorski, 2013, p. 20). “Equity” 
acknowledges that enrollment of traditionally underrepresented students may require additional 
resources (e.g., academic and social emotional supports) to ensure persistence and success once 
immersed in more rigorous curriculum (Castagno, 2014). There is a habit on the parts of 
educators to lower expectations for students once academic deficits are identified and gear 
instruction to more rudimentary skills rather than higher-order, rigorous curriculum. Rather than 
lowering expectations for students within any curriculum through means of low-caliber 
instructional practices, individuals with the capacity of changing practices and curriculum within 
school settings are challenged to build in resources for students who may have previously been 
without (Castagno, 2014; Welton, 2013) .  
 Although Gorski’s framework draws attention to the gaps that exist both within and 
outside of the school, gaps which, when unaddressed, have potentially disrupt opportunities, 
performance, and outcomes for students, the framework itself does not examine cultural or 
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curricular factors at deeper levels. Additionally, it does not isolate school leaders as the source of 
change within schools. Thus, for the purposes of this research, I aim to pair Gorski’s work with 
an additional framework. The following section will examine a framework that more specifically 
addresses the dynamics of race and the need for Antiracist Leadership within schools.  
 Antiracist leadership. The concept of Antiracist School Leadership falls under the 
umbrella of Leadership for Social Justice which contends that leaders who practice social justice 
focus on institutional theories and oppressive practices and structures that lead to inequities in 
schools and communities (Brooks, 2012). School leaders for social justice use the information 
they glean from critical examination of those practices as they exist in their schools in order to 
better serve marginalized student populations and dismantle existing oppressive structures. The 
challenge with Leadership for Social Justice is that there are myriad factors that may contribute 
to inequities in schools, and consequently, there is a need to identify specific barriers that impede 
on equity, and in many schools, one of the most pervasive is that of racism (Brooks, 2012, 2013).  
 Using Brooks’ (2013) framework for Antiracist School Leadership, four assumptions 
stand out when he notes that Black and Latinx students are judged by their skin color and 
therefore subject to “disproportionate student discipline referrals, achievement and opportunity 
gaps, push out rates, overrepresentation in special education and underrepresentation in advanced 
coursework” (p. x). The results of this inequitable treatment include messaging of White racial 
superiority, the promotion of racist behaviors, and the perpetuation of systemic racial oppression, 
and disproportionately tracking Black and Latinx students into less rigorous courses (Brooks, 
2012; Welton & Williams, 2015). Given this, in addition to operating with social justice in mind, 
the emergent tenets of Antiracist Leadership include the following:  
1. By design, school systems and practices create a racially oppressive system that promotes 
dominant, White culture and marginalizes Black and Latinx students. 
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2. The belief that colorblindness in school leadership is inappropriate because it is a stance 
of “neutrality” that further marginalizes students of color.  
3. The only way to address racial inequities within schools is for leaders to acknowledge the 
presence of oppressive systems and systematically dismantle those systems. 
Conceptual Framework: Systemic Racial Equity Framework 
 The theoretical framework of Antiracist School Leadership addresses identifying and 
explaining the constructs within schools and communities that exist and impede on opportunities 
for attainment of social and cultural capital. However, there are still a great many issues to 
consider, and no one conceptual framework addresses and critiques the not only the action plans 
of schools put in place in order to address racial inequities within school culture and advanced 
curriculum, but also the ongoing supports and outcomes of those efforts. Consequently, in 
merging the essential components of the two existing conceptual frameworks, the Systemic 
Racial Equity Framework will be created and applied to the research.  
 Equity Literacy Framework examines existing constructs that impede on social and 
cultural development, but it does not necessarily specifically address the following issues: a 
racialized context for student inclusion or exclusion in programs and curriculum, in-depth 
inclusion of student perception, a school or district’s reflective practices with regard to racial 
equity and closing the achievement gap, and the outcomes of those school and district based 
efforts. The Systemic Racial Equity Framework draws from two existing frameworks: Antiracist 
Leadership and Equity Literacy. In addition, the Systemic Racial Equity Framework draws on 
the reflective practices involved in performing equity audits in schools.  
 Given this construct the Systemic Racial Equity Framework operates with the following 
assumptions:  
 When identifying and selecting students for advanced coursework, effective school 
leaders rely less on colorblind inputs (e.g., standardized test results) and place racial 
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consciousness at the heart of decision-making (Brooks, 2012; Skrla et al. 2009; Yosso, 
2006).  
 Rigorous curriculum is diverse and inclusive of all students (Brooks, 2012; Witherspoon 
& Brooks, 2013 Yosso, 2006).  
 Both deficit mindset on the parts of school personnel and lack of social and cultural 
capital in school and the community create obstacles for Black and Latinx student 
populations (Dweck, 2016; Gorski, 2013).  
 Antiracist school leaders engage in practices that acknowledge existing racial inequities 
and take action to remove barriers for marginalized student populations within the school 
community (Skrla et al., 2009; Witherspoon & Brooks, 2013), and 3. action to address 
and redress those practices (Gorski, 2013).  
 With the above assumptions in mind, the Systemic Racial Equity Framework will 
approach schools and districts to assess not only inequities within the school, but examine the 
practices of the schools making progress toward closing both the access gap and the achievement 
gap. Given these theoretical and conceptual frameworks, the research questions will be two-fold:  
1. What racial inequities exist within the district and schools that prevent retention and 
success for Black and Latinx student populations in AP courses? 
2. How do the school leaders effectively address racial inequities that exist within the 
academic culture of the high school environment? 
Sub-question: How do Black and Latinx students perceive the ways in which school 
leaders address racial inequities within the academic culture of the high school 
environment? 
Summary 
 The literature review articulated consistencies with regard to disparities, obstacles, and 
recommended supports. These consistencies are significant for a school or school district 
intending to both diversify AP enrollments to accurately reflect the demographics of the student 
population and support students through the rigorous coursework; however, the research is not 
without its limitations.  
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 The research discussed in this literature first highlighted several barriers and obstacles 
that Black and Latinx students face in achieving access and equity related to placement and 
success in AP coursework. Within the school, counselors and teachers perpetuate gatekeeping 
because of deficit mindsets or lack of awareness with regard to the outcomes of low-rigor, 
tracked coursework. With that, school personnel often overlook the fact that disproportional 
placement of Black and Latinx students into lower-tracked coursework silently promotes a 
culture of racism and inequity. The consequences of such placement include not only a culture of 
low expectations among teachers and professional staff for Black and Latinx students, but also 
among all members of the student body. The absence or under-enrollment of minoritized student 
populations in advanced coursework inadvertently sends a message of White and Asian 
academic superiority, and with that message, Black and Latinx students are more likely to be less 
confident in endeavoring to take on the challenge of more rigorous coursework. In addition, 
parents of Black and Latinx students are often under-informed about or excluded from 
conversations regarding the benefits of AP coursework and the role it plays in college 
preparation.  
 The inequities and barriers mentioned above, however, can be remedied with strong, 
equity-minded, antiracist leadership. In order to address a culture of racial inequity, researchers 
have articulated several high-leverage approaches that yield positive results in student 
achievement. Change must begin with personal reflection on the parts of leaders. In this 
reflection, leaders must deliberately seek out and identify inequities within the school; their 
personal efforts and education are the keys to helping staff also identify problem areas with 
regard to exclusion, selection, placement, and supports. The use of data is a key lever in driving 
that conversation. Allowing the numbers to tell the story has proven not only enlightening for 
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staff, but using data to drive the decisions and solutions has proven to positively influence 
student achievement. In addition to using data, there must be deliberate steps to remove barriers 
that promote inequity—tracked classes, imbalanced representation in advanced courses, 
heightened awareness of the benefits of advanced coursework for both students and parents.  
 Aside from identifying and explaining the themes that emerged from the literature, this 
chapter also highlighted a need for further research with regard to identifying barriers for Black 
and Latinx students and to the school leaders’ roles in addressing and removing those barriers 
within the school community. In order to explore the issues of AP barriers, access, and 
leadership, I posed research questions and a framework for answering those questions. The 
following chapter will discuss the research methods of this case study.  
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Chapter 3 
Research Methods 
 The previous chapters introduced the background and some of the challenges with access 
to Advanced Placement programming for Black and Latinx students. Emergent themes were 
identified through a review of the literature, and with that, posed research questions for case 
study research and created a conceptual framework through which I would examine those 
questions. In this chapter, I will discuss the methods of research for the case study.  
In order to explore and explain what barriers exist for Black and Latinx students and what 
measures school leaders take to both increase access and support Black and Latinx student 
populations in Advanced Placement coursework, this research used an instrumental, embedded 
case study design. This is an embedded case study because there are two units of analysis (each 
high school) within the larger case (the district) that will help inform the study (Yin, 2009). 
Additionally, the study is instrumental in nature in that the research questions seek to create a 
better understanding of something occurring within the district (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995). 
More specifically, the aim of the research is to better understand the access-related barriers for 
Black and Latinx students and the role of school leaders in addressing those barriers.   
In addressing and answering the questions that identify barriers and explore antiracist 
leadership practices that support underrepresented student involvement and success in AP 
coursework, descriptive data was collected on student populations and AP enrollment.  
Additionally, a series of interviews were conducted with district and school leaders and teachers 
with regard to implementation and oversight of supports and programming. I also had access to 
secondary survey data from the teachers and students in each of the schools. This data assessed 
attitudes about enrollment in AP courses and beliefs about mindsets and supports. Finally, I 
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conducted two focus groups at one of the high schools with Black and Latinx students who are 
currently enrolled in AP coursework. The subsections below will explain the research methods in 
greater detail.  
Research Questions 
1. What racial inequities exist within the district and schools that prevent retention and 
success for Black and Latinx student populations in AP courses? 
2. How do the school leaders effectively address racial inequities that exist within the 
academic culture of the high school environment? 
Sub-question: How do Black and Latinx students perceive the ways in which racial 
inequities are addressed within the academic culture of the high school environment? 
Methodology 
 This proposed study employed primarily qualitative methods using an embedded case 
study design. Yin (2009) explained a case study is research that “investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon in depth and within its real life context, especially when the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 19). For the purpose of this research, 
through secondary data, interviews and focus groups, and observations, I established the context 
of Black and Latinx students’ access to supports and achievement in Advanced Placement 
classes. Additionally, I contextualized the leadership practices (e.g., decision-making process, 
development, meetings) that increase student access. Given Yin’s definition, it is clear this 
research lent itself to embedded case study for several reasons. Whether the phenomena 
examined is related to enrollment, achievement, or attitudes within the culture of the school, 
there are programs and leadership behaviors within each of the schools in the district that may be 
attributed to success or lack thereof. The embedded case study will allow me to examine the 
application of district initiatives within two schools and possibly identify a relationship between 
tactics school personnel employ and the effect of those tactics on student enrollment and access.  
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Analysis of particular phenomena within sites necessitated gathering further information 
(e.g., secondary survey data, focus groups) in order to explain outcomes. Yin (2009) noted 
embedded design occurs when multiple units of analysis are collected from each site in the study, 
but the analyses of one set of data is unaffected by another. The data collection in this study 
relied primarily on interviews and focus groups; however, because I also used secondary survey 
data, collected through a third party but provided by the district, this embedded case study called 
for a mixed-methods approach in order to explain phenomena within the district (Miles, 
Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014; Yin, 2009).  
Within the single site of the district, I applied embedded, instrumental case study 
approach by accessing multiple units of analysis to inform the research—in this case, leaders, 
teachers, and AP students in two of the four schools within the district. The unit of analysis is 
what is being studied (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009). In the context of this research, the “what” 
involved a series of systems, programs, and relationships within each embedded unit of analysis. 
Within each school, I examined school-based recruitment and support programming, school 
leadership and teachers, and current AP students to inform my understanding of the barriers and 
leadership practices. It is important to note, although both schools are operating with the same 
district-based initiative and within the same district, the practices for implementation within each 
unit of analysis were unique.  
Given both the racialized nature of the research and the importance of accessing multiple 
units of analysis, applying only qualitative or quantitative methods proved insufficient. 
Specifically, secondary survey data assessed attitudes of leaders and groups within the school, 
but the survey results did not tell the entire story. Hence, conducting interviews and focus groups 
provided more context and helped make more meaning out of the data (Creswell, 2009; Miles et 
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al., 2014). In the case of this research, for example, the secondary data sometimes combined the 
responses of all students; at other times, it isolated responses by student demographic group. 
Consequently, it was necessary to attempt to explain the information, quantified within the 
survey, within the context of Black and Latinx student perceptions.  
Site Selection 
 Site selection was purposeful in nature, as according to Creswell (2009), purposeful site 
selection excludes random sampling and allows the research to better understand the problem at 
hand. In this case, potential sites were based on the criteria established by the College Board’s 
AP District Honor Roll (College Board, 2016a). The rationale for using this publicly available 
information as a starting point for site selection was because the College Board awards schools 
on the following criteria: the offering AP coursework to a wider body of students, and a district’s 
maintaining or improving the rate at which students are achieving a score of 3 or higher (College 
Board, 2011). Additionally, the list provided by the College Board identified districts that have 
enrollment of minimally 30% underrepresented student populations. In 2016, of the 433 school 
districts on the list, 61 meet the criteria of having at least 30% underrepresented student 
populations (College Board, 2016a). Table 3 illustrates the total number of schools, by region, 
that are honored. Additionally, the table shows how many of the schools honored in each region 
of the United States have enrollments of 30% or more of underrepresented student populations. 
The Fairdale District leaders implemented their equity initiatives 2 years before the College 
Board began its “Honor Roll” recognition and has maintained the average of 3 or higher in all 
schools in the district.  
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Table 3  
College Board Honor Roll By Region 
Districts West Midwest South Northeast 
Total districts honored 52 133 77 161 
Districts with 30% enrollment Black or Latinx 20 7 24 10 
 
My choice to contact the Fairdale District relied on several factors. First, I sought to 
identify schools or districts with schools that not only met the 30% underrepresented student 
criteria were diverse in overall demographics. This was because, if the intent of this research was 
to examine the under-enrollment of specific student populations within schools, schools that 
have a majority enrollment of Black and/or Latinx students within the general population were 
disqualified. In those cases, given large majority populations of any of those demographic 
populations, it would have been reasonable to assume that those numbers would be reflected in 
AP courses, as well. Finally, after potential sites were identified, I contacted district leaders, 
followed by school leaders to seek agreement to participate in the case study. In order to identify 
unique practices that either promote or prevent Black and Latinx students’ enrolling and 
persisting in AP coursework, this study examined two schools within one diverse district, both 
with culturally diverse student populations, both with successful track records for student 
achievement on AP tests.  
Because this study focused on attitudes and perceptions of leaders, students, and staff 
with regard to AP recruitment and support, aside from having proven success, I sought a district 
that had dedicated efforts in place for increasing AP enrollment. In this case study, the Fairdale 
District was working with a third party—Equal Opportunity Schools—to increase access and 
supports for Black and Latinx students in AP coursework.  
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Participant Selection 
 As with the site selection, the participant selection was purposeful in nature, as the 
purposeful selection allowed me to better understand the problem at hand (Creswell, 2009). 
Although some of the information involved descriptive statistics, student enrollments, and a 
compilation of school or district-based initiatives and programs that supported AP enrollment 
and success for underrepresented student populations, some information required collection of 
data from specific school leaders, AP teachers, and AP student populations, specifically Black 
and Latinx students.  
 The reasons for gathering qualitative information from these student populations are two-
fold. First, given that I explored several factors that influence a students’ decision to enroll or not 
enroll in AP courses, it was important to glean information from student populations that 
represented those on which I will focus in this case study. The emphasis on Black and Latinx 
students was important because students in these demographic groups have a history of 
disproportionate exclusion from in Advanced Placement coursework. I was seeking information 
regarding student perceptions of obstacles and supports, deterrents and incentives related to their 
success in terms of access to content. Given the need for specificity in participant selections, 
Creswell (2009) noted a random sampling would not provide the most accurate results, as 
random sampling of AP student populations would possibly include students who do not meet 
the criteria for the focus of this study. In this case, I used a purposeful sampling approach for 
student and staff selection.  
 For staff selection, I interviewed school leaders and who played a role in decision-making 
efforts with regard to student recruitment, enrollment, and persistence in Advanced Placement 
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coursework. I also gave all AP teachers an opportunity to opt-in to individual interviews. A 
section later in the chapter will explain the details of who opted-in.  
 Student selection was coordinated through designated personnel at each school. At 
Highland High School, the contact was a teacher-leader. At Crescent Hill High School, the 
contacts were a counselor and a dean. It is important to note that because of substantial work 
responsibilities on the parts of the liaisons, coordination of the student focus group at CHS 
proved to be too great a challenge. AP Program coordination was a primary responsibility of the 
liaison at Highland, so communication was more consistent and allowed for the facilitation of the 
focus group. At Highland, all Black and Latinx students, currently enrolled in at least one AP 
course were invited to participate; however, we were constrained by staff availability and time. 
Still, 30 Black and Latinx students participated in one of two focus groups. Because student 
groups are vulnerable populations and most will likely be under the age of 18, all students were 
required to obtain consent from parents and sign individual letters of assent.  
Data Collection 
 For this case study, data collection was gathered from a variety of sources. Individual 
interviews with school leaders, teaching staff, counselors, and school principals and 
administrators involved with AP placement will focus on attitudes and perceptions of staff and 
school culture, intentions of interventions, areas of focus with regard to approaching race and 
racism within the context of AP enrollment and curriculum. Secondary survey data issued by a 
third party was made available from the district officials. The surveys focused on staff and 
students’ attitudes and perceptions with regard to the following in AP coursework: prior 
knowledge, enrollment, self-perception, available supports, rigor, and outcomes with regard to 
supports. The secondary data allowed me to identify differences in attitudes and perceptions 
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among various demographic groups. In addition to the survey data, I kept an observational field 
journal during the AP summer bridge programs and collected artifacts that served as 
communication to parents and students about AP programs.  
School personnel interviews. Given that a portion of this study examined course 
programming, it was important to interview the personnel within schools and districts who are 
responsible for creation and implementation of student selection and supports. The research for 
this case study has yet to begin, but it is important to note that I anticipated a relatively small 
number of programming architects, the school principals, likely administrators in curriculum 
and/or student services, teachers, and central office administration. In considering this case 
study, my goal was to yield a “smaller spectrum of data” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 34), so that I might 
explore the effects of a wider variety of services with greater depth. The opportunity to interview 
was offered to all AP teachers. In this case, the rationale was to saturate the data with a wide 
variety of teacher perceptions in order to ensure that there are enough perspectives in enough 
academic areas to appropriately inform the research (Creswell, 2009; Saldaña, 2011).  
 The interviews took place at a location of the interviewee’s choosing, all within the 
school building. Inviting the interviewees to choose the location served two purposes. First, in 
selecting a location that was familiar to the individual, there was a greater assurance of comfort, 
and therefore more authentic and candid responses to the questions. Additionally, conducting the 
interview in a setting familiar with the interviewee allowed me a greater context for school 
climate, neighborhood, and demographics (Creswell, 2009).  
 The semi-structured interviews lasted between 45 minutes and an hour and were 
conducted individually at each site. The purpose for this approach was to allow a basic 
framework for questioning and topics while opening an opportunities for deeper probing and 
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questioning (Weiss, 1995). Because there were multiple architects for accessing and supporting 
targeted student groups, each staff member, regardless of role, brought a unique perspective and 
skill set in designing a program that supports students. Individual interviews allowed me to 
access individual perspectives without concern for censorship or influence of other responses. 
Both Saldaña (2011) and Creswell (2009) noted that audio or video recording of interviews 
allows researchers to replay and perhaps gather information that may otherwise go unnoticed in 
manual transcription. Because of this assertion, I audio recorded and transcribed each interview.   
Table 4 describes the total number of participants included in this study. The district 
leaders who were included were the district Superintendent and the Assistant Superintendent of 
Curriculum and Instruction, both of whom were primary drivers for selecting and beginning 
equity-based initiatives within all four schools within the district. In both Crescent Hill High 
School and Highland High School, all AP teachers were invited to take part in the case study. All 
teachers who responded to the invitation were interviewed. Because of the limited number of 
participants, unless referring to a specific subject area, no teachers were identified by his or her 
course. For the purpose of this case study, “School Leaders” included the following individuals: 
principals, assistant principals, deans, instructional coaches, and department directors. Because 
of the small number of school leaders, in order to maintain confidentiality of identity, quotes 
from school leaders will not include role unless the discussion is germane to a particular role. 
Table 4 
Interview Participants for This Case Study 
Location 
Total number of AP 
teachers at school 
Number of AP 
teachers interviewed 
Number of leaders 
interviewed 
Crescent Hill High School 20 5 5 
Highland High School 22 6 4 
District Office – – 2 
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Secondary survey data. As part of the district-wide access and equity initiative, all 
schools within the district have agreed to work with an organization called Equal Opportunity 
Schools (EOS). Part of the foundational work for EOS involves assessing attitudes of staff and 
students in four areas: mindset, perceptions about AP, knowledge of resources, and needs. The 
results from the survey are valid in that each school leader is required to have responses from at 
least 90% of staff and students. Upon collection, the data was presented in quantifiable measures 
and did not offer further context with quantitative information. For those reasons, I used the data 
from this survey to inform the questions for interviews and student focus groups.  
Descriptive statistics and school data. This data consisted of school AP course 
enrollment numbers and demographics available from the state board website. In order to access 
data that articulates a complete picture of the student body, I needed both public records (e.g., 
state report cards) and records kept by the school.  
Student focus groups. As noted earlier, I worked with liaisons at each school to invite 
all Black and Latinx students who were currently enrolled in Advanced Placement classes. 
Before discussing the nature of the focus groups, it is important to discuss a limitation in this 
portion of the data collection and shed light on a concern at Crescent Hill. Through no fault of 
the school leaders at Crescent Hill, coordination of focus groups was not possible. Both liaisons 
at Crescent Hill—a Black male dean and a Latina counselor—noted organizing focus groups 
would prove too difficult for them because, in addition to their leadership responsibilities, both 
were tasked with responsibilities involving outreach, monitoring, and support for Black and 
Latinx students both within the school and throughout the district. Both individuals noted the 
additional work was worthwhile and necessary. The counselor explained that as the only Latinx 
member of the leadership team, she was charged with—and felt a responsibility to—provide the 
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additional support. Though not a focus of this research, it is worth noting that the additional 
responsibilities placed upon staff members because of their racial-cultural-ethnic identities calls 
attention to researchers who cited cultural and racial taxation as historically problematic for 
minoritized academics within the world of colleges and universities (Chang, Walton, Martinez, 
& Cortez, 2013; Joseph & Hirshfield, 2010; Padilla, 1994).  The experiences of the dean and 
counselor suggest the burden of taxation is not limited to the postsecondary academic setting.  
The focus groups were semi-structured and occurred twice throughout a single school day 
in order to allow flexibility for the students’ schedules and to accommodate the as many students 
as possible. For the purposes of qualitative data collection, focus groups are effective because 
they allow collection for more in-depth perceptions, attitudes, and opinions about a given 
subject, and in this case the focus group discussion will supplement the questions and responses 
provided by the survey (Billups, 2012; Saldaña, 2011). Additionally, Creswell (2009) noted that 
some individuals may not be as articulate as others in terms of explaining initiatives, goals, and 
outcomes. In this case, group members may offer valuable elaboration on one another’s answers. 
Given the nature of focus group and the need to track and identify multiple voices, Saldaña 
(2011) recommended digital recording of the interviews in order to ensure accuracy. Billups 
(2012) and Saldaña (2011) recommend focus groups be fewer than 10 participants in order for all 
voices to be heard; however, for this case, time and availability were factors, so one focus group 
involved 12 participants. The second group had 16 participants. Table 5 describes the 
participants in further detail. This size was not ideal, but it did represent 28% of the Black AP 
student population and approximately 15% of the Latinx AP student population at Highland. 
Also, evidence in the recordings shows a variety of voices and that each participant offered at 
least one contribution.  
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Table 5 
Student Focus Group Participant Description 
 Black student participants Latinx student participants 
Group Female Male Female Male 
Group 1 1 0 9 2 
Group 2 3 3 7 3 
 
Documents. Creswell (2009) noted documents provide advantages that allow researchers 
assess and address the words of participants as evidence that may prove valuable to the research. 
In the case of this case study, qualitative documents that proved to be particularly useful were 
school course catalogs with course descriptions, advertisements that promoted AP courses, AP-
related presentations available from public school board meetings, and communications home to 
parents. Each of these will provide a window into the levels of cultural inclusion within the 
school and individual courses.  
 Observations. In order to better understand the initiatives at school and district levels to 
serve underrepresented student populations, it was be necessary, when appropriate and permitted, 
to observe the initiatives in action. Both Creswell (2009) and Saldaña (2011) noted observations 
provide researchers opportunities to record information in real time, note any aspects that prove 
unique in delivery and further discuss these phenomena as they apply to the research. For this 
research, the most valuable observational data came from observing the AP summer bridge 
program at CHS. Over the course of four days, I observed newly recruited AP students, mostly 
Black and Latinx, in coursework that focused on preparation, team-building, and skill-building.   
Data Analysis 
 Upon completion, interviews were transcribed, and the transcriptions, along with journal 
and documents were compiled and reread for themes through a descriptive coding method. This 
process was useful because I extracted data from a variety of sources, so coding with emergent 
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topics aided in the initial organization of the data (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2011). Once the 
initial descriptive codes were gathered, I identified frequency and patterns to determine themes 
within the data (Saldaña). For coding, Yin (2009) and Saldaña (2011) advised using Computer 
Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), in my case Dedoose, for coding all 
qualitative data including interviews, journals, and visual artifacts. The benefit to using such 
software was that, given the multiple methods for data collection, the calculation of particular 
words, phrases, and ideas allowed for easier coding and identification of recurring themes. After 
the coding was completed, the focus groups and interviews narrated the common interpretations 
and perceptions of initiatives for the benefit of underrepresented students.  
 Yin (2009) explained that in exploratory case studies, quantitative data that reports 
student outcomes may prove valuable in creating a link in cause and effect relationships. In the 
case of this research, there may be a link between school and district-based initiatives, attitudes 
of staff and students, and student enrollment, persistence, and/or access to AP courses. Table 6 
Data Collection and Analysis explains the collection sources and collection of the data for each 
of the research questions. All questions require collection of qualitative data from both students 
and staff, but only some require initial input from surveys and other quantifiable data. 
Table 6 
Data Collection and Analysis Matrix 
Research question(s) Collection sources How did I access the data? 
What racial inequities exist 
within the district and schools 
that prevent retention and 
success for Black and Latinx 
student populations in AP 
courses? 
 School and district leaders 
 AP teachers 
 Students 
 
 Secondary survey data 
 School leader interviews 
 AP teacher interviews 
 Student focus groups 
 
(continued) 
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Table 6 (continued) 
 
Research question(s) Collection sources How did I access the data? 
How do the school leaders 
effectively address racial 
inequities that exist within the 
academic culture of the high 
school environment? 
 
 School and district leaders 
 Black and Latinx students 
 Teachers 
 Enrollment numbers  
 
 Interviews with school 
and district personnel 
 Program materials, if 
available 
 Online surveys  for 
students 
 School-based records 
 Student focus groups 
 
Sub-question: How do Black 
and Latinx students perceive 
the ways in which racial 
inequities are addressed 
within the academic culture of 
the high school environment? 
 Black and Latinx students 
who are currently enrolled 
in AP coursework 
 Focus group interivews 
 
Validity 
In order to ensure my research “accurately describes the phenomenon it is intended to 
describe” (Bush, 2007, p. 97), I will use triangulation, member checking, and ensure adequate 
engagement in the data collection. This section will elaborate on the role of each.  
Triangulation. With regard to research, triangulation is a method of “cross-checking” 
data, and that cross checking applies to both data sources and investigators conducting the study 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 216). For this research, I triangulated the data collected through interviews 
with staff and administration, online surveys, and focus groups to identify emergent themes in 
the research (Miles et al., 2014). Once data was collected, transcribed, and coded, I will looked 
for consistencies or discrepancies among each student focus group, among interviews of peer-
adults, and between both adult interviews and student focus groups. It was important to highlight 
corroboration or conflict both among and between groups. Once themes were identified, I 
consulted a peer reviewer to confirm my themes.  
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Member checking. After interviews are completed, I ensured validity by sharing 
transcripts with interviewees in order to avoid misinterpretation of an individual’s thoughts, 
words, and actions (Merriam, 2009). Best practice with regard to member checking also involved 
sharing the analysis with participants and allowing the participants to validate the emergent 
themes (Merriam, 2009). The member checking took place with any individual who participated 
in an interview, not focus groups.  
Adequate engagement in data collection. In this research, my aim was to spend enough 
time with the case (district), the embedded units of analysis (schools), and the data collected to 
reach a saturation point (Merriam, 2009). With an over 90% student and staff response rate on 
the secondary data, saturation was established with that data source. Only about 25% of AP 
teachers at each school opted-in for an interview, and student voices represented only one school. 
Still, there was ample evidence over the approximately 22 hours of recordings of repetition of 
themes, and over time, no new information was presented (Merriam, 2009).  
Reliability 
Reliability ensures that “operations of a study . . . can be repeated, with the same results” 
in order to minimize error or bias (Yin, 2009, p. 40), but with case studies replication is 
impossible. In this case, I relied on the triangulation of data and themes found within the 
interviews, focus groups, observational journals, and district publications. Additionally, I 
maintained consistency in interview protocol, and sought peer review of themes and protocols.  
Generalizability 
Case studies “are not as strong a base for generalizing to a population of cases as other 
research designs” (Stake, 1995, p. 85). With that said, however, they are wrought with potential 
in that they could provide a base for additional research (Stake, 1995). The embedded nature of 
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this case study could provide evidence that, if some approaches are consistent within the two 
districts, there is the possibility of a pattern. Or, even given site-specific context of school-based 
initiatives, there may still the possibility of application to a separate case.  
Summary 
 This chapter reviewed the methodology and design on this research. Because there are 
several units of analysis within the case study, data collection must occur through a variety of 
modes: surveys, interview, focus groups, public and school-based documents, and observational 
journals. Within the context of a case study, reliability generalizability are challenging through 
the research methods and findings alone. Consequently, the reliability was dependent on the 
methods employed in creating validity. In addition to outlining the research methodology, I 
tangentially, but necessarily, highlighted cultural taxation as a potential contributor to the 
limitations in the data collection.  
 The chapters that follow will apply the methods described in this chapter within the 
research of this case study. Because the data collection involved a wide number of sources from 
two units of analysis within the district, the findings will be broken up into three chapters. 
Chapter 4 will establish context for the district. Chapter 5 will discuss the findings from the 
individual interviews, and Chapter 6 will discuss the findings from student focus groups.  
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Chapter 4 
District Context 
This case study examines the Fairdale District’s initiative to create equitable access for 
underrepresented students in AP coursework. In order to understand the outcomes of those 
efforts, the embedded units of analysis will focus on the work in two of the high schools: 
Highland High School and Crescent Hill High School. The collection of the data occurred 
between the spring semester of the 2016-2017 school year and the fall of 2017-2018 school year. 
The previous chapter discussed the methods of research and data collection. This chapter 
answers part of research question one by providing the context for the district and schools in this 
study. I begin by describing the district, its historical inequities, and some of the previous 
programmatic initiatives on the parts of leaders to address racial inequities.  
To better understand  the context for this district and the rationale and need for a 
concerted effort for equity in access for Black and Latinx, this chapter will begin with a brief 
background of the district and its demographics, followed by the demographics of each school in 
the case study. Later, it will address the development of the relationships between the district and 
the outside organizations that help leaders address inequities and supports. Additionally, there 
will be a brief description of some of the supports and the stakeholders included in this study.  
Lastly, I will explain the application of the Systemic Racial Equity framework within the context 
of the Fairdale District.  
Introduction 
 The Fairdale High School District is a suburban school district located in a blue-collar 
county outside a large metropolitan area in the Midwest. Within the four schools are student 
bodies of varying degrees of racial and ethnic diversity; however, amongst this diversity there 
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are apparent racial opportunity gaps for students in the school community. In recent years, the 
district leadership has committed to closing the academic achievement gap between racial groups 
within the district. Specifically, district leaders at Fairdale have focused their efforts on closing 
the racial achievement gap between Black and Latinx students and their White and Asian 
counterparts. One measure the district leaders and school principals have taken is in partnering 
with an outside organization, Equal Opportunity Schools (EOS), that focuses on increased 
enrollment of Black and Latinx students in Advanced Placement classes (2017). Within this 
partnership with the outside organization, school leaders are given freedom within the 
parameters established by district leaders and the organizations with which they have partnered. 
Under the current plan, each school within the district has committed to increasing enrollment 
for Black and Latinx students in Advanced Placement classes and must adhere to the following: 
data-based decision-making in the recruitment efforts and creating and establishing support 
systems for the newly recruited students. The methods each campus leader employs in the 
recruitment initiative are dependent on the perceived needs of the school, but all leaders have 
adopted “key agreements” to which they will adhere in the implementation of supports.   
Fairdale District: Change Over Time  
 Fairdale High School District, a suburban high school district, located outside a large, 
metropolitan area in the Midwest, established its first campus in the 1920’s and quickly 
expanded to three high schools to serve a rapidly growing community. In 1960, the last campus, 
Crescent Hill High School, opened. Currently, the district serves approximately 8,200 students in 
its four high schools. As a district, the student population is diverse (Table 7), with its largest 
demographic student populations identifying as White (51.7%), Latinx (21.6%), Asian (14.9%), 
and Black (8.1%). Additionally, approximately 30% of the students are of low socioeconomic 
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status (SES). Within the district, schools vary in terms of their ethnic and socioeconomic 
diversity. Highland High School and Crescent Hill High School are two schools that demonstrate 
the variance in the district diversity. With a student body of 2,352, Highland High School is still 
largely White (44.4%), Latinx (29.9%), Asian (11%), and Black (10.9%), while Crescent Hill 
High School, a school that serves 1,211 students has a much larger White population (62.8%), 
slightly smaller populations of Asian (12.6%) and Black (9.1%) students, and a significantly 
smaller population of Latinx students (11.8%). Students who attend Fairdale schools come 
primarily from four nearby suburbs.  
Table 7 
Student Demographics of District, Highland and Crescent Hill High School (2016) 
Groups District Highland Crescent Hill 
Total enrollment 8173 2352 1211 
Asian  14.9% 11% 12.6% 
Black 8.1% 10.9% 9.1% 
Latinx 21.6% 29.9% 11.8% 
White 51.7% 44.4% 62.8% 
Low SES 28.9% 38.6% 21.6% 
 
The current demographics reflect a steadily growing increase of diverse student 
populations over time. Specifically, both within the district and the schools being studied in this 
research, while the overall enrollment decreased slightly over the last 15 years, populations of 
Black, Latinx, and low SES students have increased significantly (Table 8).  
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Table 8 
Student Demographics of District, Highland and Crescent Hill High School (2001) 
Groups District Highland Crescent 
Total enrollment 8707 2555 1423 
Asian  13.7% 14% 10.8% 
Black 4.4% 6.1% 4% 
Latinx 8.8% 11.4% 4.1% 
White 72.8% 68.3% 80.8% 
Low SES 5.5% 11.6% 1.8% 
 
It is because of the substantial change in racial-cultural and socioeconomic demographics 
that the leadership teams at the district and schools began to prioritize addressing those changes. 
Those priorities will be discussed later in this chapter. These demographic changes are also 
significant for a few reasons. First, the district is catering to a much wider body of stakeholders 
with a much wider set of academic and socioeconomic needs. Additionally, one trend that 
surfaced from the interviews for this research was that a large predictor of success in high school 
was geographic home location. Each of the four largest communities that feed into the Fairdale 
district are above the state average in terms of average household income. All of the 
communities enjoy some level of diversity, but three of the four communities have one 
advantage: their students attend just one of the four high schools. Whereas, students who live in 
Fern Valley do not have a “home” school, but rather attend three different Fairdale District high 
schools. It is important to note, too, that in the case of the district, the largest percentages of 
Black and Latinx students live in Fern Valley. Because of the focus of racial inequities and the 
sizeable population of students who come from this Fern Valley, the following sections will first 
discuss that community and the challenges its citizens face. The sections that follow Fern Valley 
will provide context for each of the two high schools included in this study.  
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Fern Valley: A History of Inequity 
Fern Valley is a lower-middle income community of approximately 35,000 people that 
sits directly in the middle of the Fairdale District. Compared to the other three communities that 
feed into the Fairdale District high schools, Fern Valley High School is at the district median in 
terms of overall population, but it is the least affluent and the most diverse of the other three 
communities. Table 9 describes the demographics, median household income, and the schools 
that serve each community.  
Table 9 
Communities Attending Fairdale District High Schools  
Community Total 
population 
Asian Black Latinx White Median 
income 
Primary high 
school(s) 
Fern Valley 
 
34,530 25.2% 6.8% 31.3% 35.5% $61,378 Fairdale West, 
Highland, 
Fairdale North 
 
Apple Valley 
 
43,893 10.8% 5.7% 8.8% 72.1% $71,452 Highland 
Golden 
Valley 
 
40,349 16.5% 5.3% 15.1% 62.5% $74,977 Fairdale North 
Valley View 27,763 7.6% 4.0% 6.4% 79.6% $99,355 Crescent Hill 
 
Also, race does intersect with social class, and do emphasize this point the school district 
does distinguish between Black and Latinx students of high/medium socioeconomic status and 
Black and Latinx students of low socioeconomic status. The majority of the Black and Latinx 
students who attend Highland High School are of low SES and from Fern Valley; however, as 
will be discussed later, there are still gaps in access and opportunity to rigorous coursework in 
the district for middle and high income Black and Latinx students.   
As noted earlier, the growth of the district necessitated building additional campuses. In 
the late 1960’s, the fourth district campus, Crescent Hill High School, was opened; however, the 
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placement of the school within the district was controversial and heavily politicized. Logistically 
speaking, according to the current superintendent, the most sensible location for that high school 
would have been within the boundaries of Fern Valley, but pressures from members of the more 
affluent areas of the district persuaded the school board to open the last school in community of 
Valley View. The current superintendent explained his understanding and opinion of the 
decision-making process:  
A lot of it had to do with white privilege and politics. The fourth and last high school was 
built—strategically—way in the south of Valley View, so the dominant, affluent, white 
population would go to two high schools. Crescent Hill High School should’ve been built 
in Fern Valley, and we’d be dividing up Valley View to be bussed. Instead, they go to the 
two high schools in their town’s community. It’s an example of white privilege taking 
advantage of boundaries in a way that is not what we value as fair, democratic, equitable 
processes in action. Show me a town anywhere in the Midwest that has 30 to 40 thousand 
people and does not have a high school.    
 
As a result of the decision to open the fourth school in the district at the very southern tip 
of Valley View, the students who live in Fern Valley, a community of approximately 35,000 
people, attend three different high schools. Depending on where students live within that 
community, it is conceivable that three students who live on the same block will attend three 
different high schools. The district map seen in Figure 2 illustrates the division of three high 
school boundaries within Fern Valley The darker lines indicate the boundaries around the Fern 
Valley community. The students in the district who are affected the most by the inequitable 
district boundary structure are disproportionately Black and Latinx. The superintendent noted 
that because students who live in this community are split up evenly among three high schools, 
they do not have the same luxury as most of their White and Asian counterparts in enjoying 
common high school experiences within the same school. Their social lives are fragmented once 
they leave their community because their middle school peers may go to one or two different 
high schools. 
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Figure 2. Fern Valley community within Fairdale District map. 
The map above shows, in spite of close proximity to one another, students in Fern Valley 
who live near Hilton Avenue (highlighted with the bold, black line) dividing line attend three 
schools. Because of the political motivations, students within the Fern Valley community do not 
truly have a home school. Past efforts to open a fifth campus within the district have failed, and 
there are no plans to revive the petition for a new school within the Fairdale District. Because of 
the challenges faced within the Fern Valley community, the superintendent uses this “social 
injustice” as a reminder for staff members to “exhibit empathy, understanding, and put extra 
effort to the parents and students affected by the inequity.”  
The superintendent noted the implications of the boundaries and divided community are 
“less contentious” within the school community, “but significant more so than ever” in terms of 
access to resources. These facts are apparent to both school leaders and teachers. With regard to 
social-emotional challenges for students from the Fern Valley community, one teacher 
elaborated in greater detail: 
those kids [from Fern Valley] are dealing with a lot of challenges and a lot of constraints 
that kids in the other buildings are not. You know, these kids that are coming in, they are 
Fern 
Valley 
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working. I’ve got kids working 20 to 35 hours a week, and they are helping to pay bills at 
home. I mean once again I am painting ever broad-stroke picture here but this is the kind 
of baggage our kids are coming here with. 
 
The obstacles in the way of access, however, are not limited to students. The Highland 
High School principal noted that when hosting opportunities for parents to learn more about 
academics and programs at school,  
it’s a challenge to get some of our underrepresented parents here. A lot of them live in 
Fern Valley which is a little bit of a hike, so to get them here in the evening for 6:30 
meeting or a 7 o’clock meeting is a challenge sometimes. 
 
For the other three large communities served by the district, the average car ride to school is 
fewer than 10 minutes. For Fern Valley community members, the average car ride to any of the 
three schools is about twenty minutes. Only one of the schools can be accessed by public 
transportation, but the bus ride is minimally 45 minutes and requires two transfers. Time and 
distance are factors that have proved challenging in terms of access to learning about 
opportunities for students and for face-to-face contact between school personnel and Black and 
Latinx parents regarding the opportunities available to students.  
Although this dissertation is not solely focused on the Fern Valley community, a 
significant enough population of the students in the study live in that community, and the size, 
coupled with the disparities in access and equity within that community, have created a sense of 
urgency at the district and school levels.  The school board, superintendent, assistant 
superintendent, and high school leaders have acknowledged the necessity to ensure that all 
students at each campus have equitable access to a rigorous high school education and have the 
leaders take steps to address and redress some of those inequities within the district and each 
school. The sections that follow will provide context for two of the schools that have 
implemented district initiatives that focus on racial inequities.  
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Crescent Hill High School: Brief Overview 
 Crescent Hill High School is one of four high schools that serve the Fairdale District 
community. This campus is located in the most affluent community, and it is the least diverse of 
the schools. However, with almost 22% of the students qualifying for free and reduced lunch, 
there is socioeconomic diversity, and approximately 20% of the students are either Black (≈ 9%) 
or Latinx (≈ 12%).  
 Mrs. Parker, the principal at Crescent Hill, has been with the district for 21 years. In that 
time, she has worn a variety of hats: teacher, director of literacy, reading specialist, assistant 
principal. Mrs. Parker explained that her diverse professional background gives her a unique 
advantage in the effort to create change: “there are very few teachers that I don’t know, and it 
just gives [me] that personal collateral that learns from people, and then people do things because 
you have a personal connection. So that [is] great.” She has capitalized on previous relationships 
to move school wide initiatives and drive conversation about academic inequities. At the school 
level, the principal acknowledged that all students do have academic assets and recognized the 
necessity in eliminating the achievement gap, but in terms of how that happens, she placed 
emphasis on a broader stroke in order to reach all students:  
we were talking about closing the gap and making sure that all students had 
opportunities. My vision for this school that I have communicated is that all students can 
learn at high levels, and whatever student you are, we just want you to challenge yourself. 
So we’ve said from our self-contained students we want to advance to a Gen Ed, Gen Ed 
to an honors, honors to an AP so all students can have access. 
 
Most recently, the focus at both the school and the district has been on getting more 
underrepresented students to access more rigorous coursework. Specifically, the information in 
the previous chapter showed there is a disproportionate percentage of Black and Latinx students 
who were overlooked when recruiting and enrolling students in Advanced Placement courses. 
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Because of the inequity, Equal Opportunity Schools program seemed like a viable solution to 
approaching the problem of underrepresentation.  
Highland High School: An Overview 
 There are stark differences in the make-up of the student body at Highland High School. 
With a student body that is larger by over 1,000 students, and approximately 44% White, 30% 
Latinx, 11% Asian, 11% Black, and 39% students of low socioeconomic status, Highland High 
School is both the largest and most diverse school in the district by nearly every metric.  
 Mr. Brown, the principal, has been with the district and this school for over 10 years. In 
that time, he has been a teacher, dean, Assistant Principal of Curriculum and Instruction, and he 
is entering his fourth year as principal. In his time as principal, his primary focus has been in 
addressing academic inequities that have always existed in the school but have become 
especially prevalent in over the last 15 years. Most recently, his focus has been on which 
students have access to rigorous curriculum. He believes, as the building leader, the burden of 
access falls on his shoulders. In explaining his rationale, he noted, why it is important to be 
involved and some of the steps he took early on in the push to increase access for Black and 
Latinx students: 
I felt that it was important because [the focus on equity] is a big shift—some of the 
adaptive work that happens in the leadership role—and I feel like in order to make that 
happen and shift people’s thinking [I] have to be a part of it and [I] have to kind of be on 
the front line to that.  
 
Like his counterpart at Crescent Hill High School, he is concerned about addressing the 
academic racial inequities, but he agreed to participate in the Equal Opportunity Schools (EOS) 
program because previous efforts to use a combination of colorblind selection methods, 
primarily test score based, to recruit Black and Latinx students into AP were unsuccessful. He 
noted that “even though we did make a push to get more minority kids into AP courses, we really 
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weren’t seeing a lot of the gains that we would have liked to have seen and that’s why we work 
with EOS.” The following section will address some steps taken with regard to academic-related 
access and equity for students and explain how and why the district shifted its academic focus 
toward Advanced Placement classes.   
Strategic Partnerships: Addressing Inequities Within the District 
 Although the opportunity gaps for Black and Latinx students have existed for decades, 
the deliberate work of the Fairdale High School District (FHSD) with regard to addressing racial 
inequities within the school district has been ongoing for more than 10 years. Over that time, the 
district has partnered with outside, equity-minded groups for guidance and information. Through 
the collaboration with two groups, in particular, the vision and mission of the district has evolved 
into school and district-based committees and interventions that target student achievement and 
increased access and participation for Black and Latinx students in Advanced Placement 
programs. The board and school district leaders have named this initiative “More to All” because 
they believe AP courses provide more rigorous academic opportunities for students, but access to 
such coursework has been limited to mostly White and Asian student populations.  
The preceding section addressed research question one by highlighting some of the 
substantial barriers that exist within the district for Black and Latinx students. This section and 
the subsections that follow continue that discussion and address research question two by 
describing the influence of partnerships between leaders and organizations like the Minority 
Student Achievement Network and Equal Opportunity Schools as a means to address systemic, 
academic racial inequities.  
 Minority Student Achievement Network (MSAN). In the 2006-2007 school year, in 
response to rapidly changing demographics and growing inequities within their four high 
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schools, the leaders within FHSD partnered with the Minority Student Achievement Network 
(MSAN), an organization established to serve and connect diverse, suburban school districts to 
one another with the purposes of creating a better understanding and awareness of educational 
inequities and opportunity gaps. Through this, the district formed the Minority Student 
Achievement Committee (MSAC), a committee of over 60 stakeholders that included students, 
parents, community members, teachers, school and district administration. Through the guidance 
of MSAN, this committee focused on five key areas: parent engagement, student course 
placement, exposing students to college experiences (e.g., visiting campuses), community 
outreach and education (e.g., inviting speakers and lecturers to lead discussions focused on topics 
and issues that addressed needs of Black and Latinx students), and increasing AP participation 
for Black and Latinx students.   
 MSAC’s focus on enrolling more Black and Latinx students was initially successful. 
Given the directive to enroll more students, each of the schools complied. The problem, the 
district superintendent explained, was “it was always clear the participation of ‘minority’ 
students still really lagged, per the proportion of the dominant White population” in each of the 
schools. The current superintendent also noted the district enjoyed much recognition at local and 
national levels for the efforts and results, but “we didn’t memorialize the data . . . we didn’t do a 
lot with the data” except present it to the board. In 2010, there was a shift. With that data 
collected over time, the Assistant Superintendent noted, MSAN  
brought recommendation to our school board and they set up nine recommendations and 
one of them was laser and focused on closing AP gaps. They identified these huge gaps 
in our AP courses and set pretty audacious challenges to close them. 
 
 For Fairdale District, the first step in closing the gap was eliminating lower track, “basic” 
courses. The Assistant Superintendent explained further:  
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what we found is that when you have that middle honors track, what happens is kids with 
the assets to succeed in that AP course don’t believe in themselves. They haven’t done it 
before, so they will be like, “I am not a regular kid. I want to work hard and be 
successful, but I am not an AP kid.” So they will have self-selected in that middle. 
 
He, the superintendent, and the school board believed that in eliminating basic courses (in which 
there were disproportionately high numbers of Black and Latinx students) and certain honors 
courses, there would be more opportunity for students at different academic ability levels to 
interact and more students would be introduced to rigorous curriculum. District records show 
that since the elimination of basic courses, the percentage of students earning a composite score 
of 20 or higher on the ACT has increased consistently, and between 2013 and 2016, the 
percentage of students who achieve a composite score of 20 or higher has gone from 62% to 
71%. In spite of the increase in achievement on the ACT for both overall school results and 
results by subgroup, when it came to Black and Latinx student populations in the district, there 
were still gaps in access for AP coursework. The district leaders decided to explore other 
partnerships that would allow school leaders to more purposefully address the enrollment gaps, 
so they partnered with Equal Opportunity Schools in hopes of better organizing data that 
identifies students who could but, for whatever reason, do not enroll in AP courses.  
Equal Opportunity Schools (EOS).  In the 2014-2015 school year, because of the 
commitment to increasing access and success for Black and Latinx student populations and the 
increase of scores, the district leadership petitioned to partner with Equal Opportunity Schools 
(EOS) in order to focus more on Advanced Placement. EOS is a nonprofit organization that 
partners with schools to target “missing students” in higher level courses (EOS, 2015). More 
specifically, the organization works with schools to identify and place traditionally 
underrepresented students populations—Black, Latinx, low SES—into the highest level courses. 
The commitment from both the school and the organization is to enroll classes with student 
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populations who accurately represent the diversity of the school environment. The decision by 
the district to focus on Advanced Placement was motivated by both equity and research that 
drew parallels between exposure to rigor in high school and matriculation to and persistence 
through in college.  
 For Fairdale District, EOS appeared to be the right partner because both the program and 
the school district leaders sought the same outcome: to decrease the achievement gap between all 
student populations while maintaining accountability for all stakeholders in the process. EOS 
chose to partner with FHSD for three reasons: the district’s commitment to addressing inequities, 
as evidenced by groups like MSAC; the action the district took to eliminate course levels; “a 
school board that had made a commitment in their beliefs and convictions.” Partnering with EOS 
would, however, prove to be a challenge for the district leaders. The Assistant Superintendent 
explained, “creating urgency in a district where people feel like they have been focused on the 
same work can be challenging so you have to show why this is a different approach.” The goal, 
ultimately, was to shift from piecemeal professional development that focused on solely “hearts 
and minds” to an ongoing initiative that kept the spirit of “hearts and minds” while developing a 
plan and moving toward action.  
The Assistant Superintendent noted that the work around “hearts and minds” is 
important, but “what we found is unless you put some really forward leaning instructional 
changes in place to actually put students in their courses, there is really a limit to how much you 
can change the enrolment trends in your district because they are so systemic.” The benefit of the 
partnership with MSAN was that the conversation about race, equity, and achievement was 
initiated, and some action was taken, but EOS gave the district leaders concrete sets of goals and 
systems for recruiting and tracking underrepresented students and their successes in the program. 
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In order to move students in the right direction, the Assistant Superintendent felt the best thing 
district leaders could do was “focus on the technical systems getting the kids in their courses,” so 
that teachers and curriculum leaders could focus on the instruction and supports for students.  
In partnering with EOS, the school and district leaders began the “More to All” initiative 
to recruit and enroll historically underrepresented students in AP courses. The EOS collaboration 
was a key lever in the effort to recruit and support Black and Latinx students into the most 
rigorous coursework offered by each school. In order for the refocused initiative to be successful, 
there were a few non-negotiables:  
 The effort to deliberate recruit and support Black and Latinx students into AP coursework 
could not be piecemeal. All school leaders (principals) had to agree that this was the right 
path for the district.  
 The work of identifying students and making decisions had to be rooted in data provided 
by EOS. For part of that, leaders must commit to assessing and addressing mindsets of 
students and staff with regard to academic performance.  
 Each of the schools must make concerted efforts to monitor progress of and support 
students recruited through EOS.  
 
Within each of those non-negotiables, school leaders were given autonomy and discretion 
insofar as which recruitment techniques and supports would be best at each school. It was 
important to the district administration that school leaders and personnel felt a sense of 
ownership over the district-wide initiative, and the freedom within the form bulleted above 
would allow for that ownership.  
Agreement. With regard to agreeing to the intentional selection and recruitment of 
underrepresented students into AP courses, the district proposed the idea to the principals, and 
over the course of several weeks, provided professional developments and webinars by EOS. 
During that time, the principals would discuss and work with other school leaders (assistant 
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principals, academic department directors, and guidance department members). After this time, 
all principals agreed to work with EOS.  
Data and decisions. The initial data came from surveys provided by EOS. The survey 
asked questions of both students and staff with regard to attitudes related to AP, mindsets about 
school and learning (Table 9). In each school, at least 90% of the student body took the survey, 
but because the majority of AP course offerings were in grades 11 and 12, the recruitment would 
focus on rising junior and senior students.  
Within the student survey, students were given opportunities to identify “trusted adults.” 
Once all information was collected, profile cards were created for each student. This method of 
data collection allowed school leaders to identify students who wish to take AP courses but may 
have been overlooked by teachers. Additionally, schools were provided with a full report of the 
students and staff who took the surveys. Among several pieces of information, the report 
quantified attitudes of staff, incentives and barriers for students who wish to enroll in AP 
coursework, and determined the number of “missing students”—potential AP students who were 
not currently enrolled in the program (Figures 3 and 4).  
 
Figure 3. Highland High School “missing student” report 2015-2016. 
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Figure 4. Crescent Hill High School “missing student” report 2015-2016. 
Reports for both high schools in this study share similar trends: 100% enrollment for 
Medium-high income White and Asian students, and under-enrollment of Black and Latinx 
students, regardless of income level. This information, coupled with student profiles, determined 
which students would be approached and recruited by “trusted adults.” 
Progress monitoring and supports. Although school leaders have discretion with regard 
to specific supports, both participating schools in this case study have implemented iterations of 
similar progress monitoring and scholastic supports: an equity team, an AP council, AP student 
centers, and summer bridge programs. The following paragraphs explain the general purpose for 
each initiative. The degrees of success with each of these programs will be discussed in later 
chapters.  
The Equity Team at each school is made up of a larger body of stakeholders within the 
school. In both schools, the team is led by the principal and includes deans, counselors, 
department chairs, and both AP and non-AP teachers. One principal explained that positions 
were opened to a diverse body of staff members, “because I knew that I needed some buy-in or 
just some feedback from teachers that teach Gen Ed—you know the regular student.” The 
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primary role of the Equity Team is to aid with the rollout of EOS, the recruitment of students, 
and the communication about equity-based initiatives to the staff.  
The AP Council in each building meets during designated professional learning 
committee (PLC) time. Initially, the group was established to talk about recruitment efforts and 
supports for students. Over time, however, the focus has shifted. One Assistant Principal 
explained,  
when we would gather, it was initially a lot of complaining. Now when we get together, 
we give teachers opportunities to look at their own and one another’s data, and talk about 
what’s working. . . .Teachers are learning from each other and experimenting in their 
classrooms. 
 
AP Student Centers in each of the buildings provide ongoing support throughout the year 
to all AP students; however, first-year EOS students are the targets. The AP Center in each of the 
schools is open throughout lunch periods and are staffed with a full-time dedicated employee. In 
the case of Highland High School, that individual is a retired teacher, and at Crescent Hill High 
School, the center is monitored by a part-time guidance counselor. Students may visit during the 
first or second half of their assigned lunch period.  
Summer bridge programs are 3-day workshops offered in the summer. The programs 
focus on mindset, preparation for the rigors of AP, team building, and exposure to college 
experiences (a visit to a local university campus). The intention of the summer program is to 
build confidence and efficacy in the students, create a sense of community within the first-time 
AP student population, give students opportunities to meet with teachers to ask questions about 
the coursework, and motivate students with the possibility of college. These programs are run by 
teachers and administrators. At Highland High School, sessions are mandatory for all EOS 
students and are offered four times over the summer. At Crescent Hill High School, enrollment is 
open to all students, attendance is optional, and the program is offered once in late June.  
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The work of identifying students and supports that would prove beneficial to first time 
AP students, largely Black and Latinx, who were identified through EOS takes many 
stakeholders. The following section will briefly discuss which stakeholders were included in this 
research.  
Many Efforts, Many Hands 
In order to accomplish the goals of inclusion, access, and equity for Black and Latinx 
students, the school district leaders felt it was imperative to create “buy-in” from as wide a body 
of stakeholders as possible. This section will discuss who those stakeholders were and what their 
roles were for the sake of the EOS / AP initiative.  
 District leaders. The district leaders included in this study are the Superintendent and the 
Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction. Their role in this initiative has been two-
fold. First, using longitudinal data, they identified needs of the district and organizations which 
might prove beneficial in supporting the academic-based, equity initiatives for students. The 
primary role of the Superintendent is to communicate the progress to the board. The primary role 
of the Assistant Superintendent is to communicate with, onboard, and maintain accountability for 
the school leaders. Both district leaders work with the school leaders to establish the “key 
agreements” to which all leaders will adhere. District leaders in this study were interviewed 
individually. As described earlier, interviews were transcribed and member-checked for 
accuracy.  
 School leaders. For the purposes of this case study, “school leaders” includes principals, 
assistant principals, deans, and directors of academic and counseling departments. Each member 
of this group plays a distinct role. School principals oversee the overall implementation and head 
the equity council. The directors of the guidance departments and deans aid in communicating 
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expectations for counselors in the recruitment, academic, and social-emotional supports for 
students. Additionally, they meet regularly with students to target student needs that are 
identified. Assistant principals lead AP council meetings and provide professional development 
to teachers with regard to supporting all students in Advanced Placement courses. Department 
directors ensure AP courses are assigned to teachers who have the mindset for inviting and 
accepting all students into AP coursework. Additionally, they act as conduits between teachers 
and upper administration (principals, assistant principals) within the buildings. There is 
considerable overlap of all members in this group when it comes to participation on equity 
focused committees, both academic and social-emotional focused. School leaders for this study 
were interviewed individually, and interviews were transcribed and member-checked for 
accuracy.  
 Advanced Placement teachers. For this study, all teachers who were interviewed are 
Advanced Placement teachers; however, most teach non-AP coursework. Their role in the EOS 
initiative is to communicate the needs of the students, ideas for supports, monitor progress, and 
participate in PLCs that focus on AP curriculum and student achievement. Teachers who 
participated in this research were interviewed individually; interviews were transcribed and 
member-checked for accuracy.  
 Advanced Placement students. The case study focused on Black and Latinx students 
who have taken at least one AP course. It was important to interview students who were 
recruited and have taken at least one year of AP so that they could speak to the entire experience. 
Students for this study were interviewed in a focus group setting. Latinx and Black students were 
interviewed in two separate groups for two reasons: to keep student groups to smaller sizes and 
to better articulate the needs within each demographic group. Focus groups took place at the 
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schools, and there was a staff member present during the interview. Focus groups were recorded 
and transcribed.  
The Systemic Racial Equity Framework and Fairdale District 
 Previous chapters have discussed the development of the Systemic Racial Equity (SRE) 
framework, but it is important to explain the need for this framework within the context of the 
Fairdale District. Because of the equity work in the district related to AP, it makes sense to apply 
the key components of SRE to assess application and success. First, given the recent history of 
district leaders’ outreach to equity groups, it is clear that there is an acknowledgement of 
marginalized groups within the district. Further, the outreach provides evidence of the leaders’ 
willingness to engage in practices that seek to remove barriers. The work with EOS at the district 
and school levels has moved the district and school personnel toward more race-conscious 
decision-making. Additionally, as will be discussed in later chapters, the Fairdale district has put 
time and resources toward development of mindset for students and staff. Examining the work 
within the district with the application of the SRE framework will provide insight as to whether 
the initiatives are improving mindsets, granting access, and breaking down barriers for Black and 
Latinx students.  
Summary: Context of Access and Equity-Minded Initiatives 
 The Fairdale District is one that has experienced a significant demographic shift in terms 
of diversity. Although enrollment within the schools has decreased slightly over time, the student 
body is increasingly diverse. The over time, dramatic changes in student demographics have 
highlighted significant inequities in terms of access for Black and Latinx students to rigorous 
academic programming. 
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 Over the last decade, school and district leadership have actively sought ways to address 
and redress racial inequities within the schools. Work with the Minority Student Achievement 
Network started the conversation about student achievement and opportunity gaps, and the work 
of this group within the school district motivated some action of eliminating basic tracks and 
providing academic development for the students and professional development for the 
community. There was growth on standardized tests (ACT), but there was still evidence of 
inequity within the schools when it came to students’ abilities to access the most rigorous 
coursework.  
 In an effort to bring a more systems-based approach to who was overlooked, what 
barriers were impeding progress, and assess student and staff mindsets, schools within the 
district partnered with Equal Opportunity Schools. This partnership has resulted in a data-driven 
approach to student recruitment and selection, one that focuses on relationships with “trusted 
adults.” Additionally, the partnership with EOS has motivated school leaders to depend on 
teachers for leadership in the recruitment and support for students. Early results indicate that 
there is a representation of students in the AP student population that more accurately reflects the 
demographics of the district and schools in this study. This chapter focused on explaining the 
evolution of the programs and systems. The next chapter will examine the perceptions of the 
adults involved in the implementation. Chapter 5 will examine the efficacy of the selected 
methods of recruitment for students, the programs implemented within each school, and the 
discussion of race-specific achievement.  
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Chapter 5 
Findings From School Leaders and Teachers 
Recognizing and addressing racial inequities in high school settings, granting access, and 
building in supports for students who are recruited into rigorous academic programming are 
multifaceted endeavors for district and school leaders. The breadth of such work involves many 
stakeholders with regard to decision-making and providing adequate supports for students and 
programs that support students. In the previous chapter, I identified some of the racial inequities 
and challenges in the school district, contextualized the history of racial inequities. Additionally, 
described the two high school settings in this case study, and identified some of the key 
stakeholders and more deliberately race-conscious programs put in place in order to secure 
success for Black and Latinx students in Advanced Placement coursework. Lastly, I applied the 
concept Systemic Racial Equity (SRE) framework to analyze the district context.  
In this chapter, using The Systemic Racial Equity Framework, I examined the findings 
with regard to the ongoing work at two of the schools in the Fairdale District: Crescent Hill High 
School and Highland High School. In the sections that follow, after discussing the role and 
assessment of growth-mindset, I focus on three thematic areas that arose in the interviews: race-
conscious student selection, school-based student supports, and teacher mindsets. In examining 
those three areas, I answered the questions posed in this research by gathering adult perceptions 
of both existing systemic racial inequities within the schools and revealing their perceptions of 
how school leaders effectively address racial inequities within the academic culture of the 
schools.  
The findings showed that the school leaders and teachers have implemented some 
systems-based changes that address existing racial inequities through race-conscious efforts in 
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student selection criteria. In addition, the findings showed that school leaders have identified 
barriers and implemented supports for the newly recruited Black and Latinx student populations. 
The implementation of those supports, however, revealed that there are still substantial systemic 
barriers below the surface that continue to pose challenges for truly implementing racially 
conscious student selection and supports at the two high school campuses in this study. This 
persistent presence of systemic racial barriers is largely because the decisions made by leaders 
and teachers continue to be mostly colorblind, technical in nature, and—when applied to 
effective teaching practices—are individual teacher dependent, not schoolwide.  
A District-wide Challenge: Implementing Race-conscious Systems 
As explained in the previous chapter the Fairdale District has implemented several 
programs in the past, including district-based workshops based on the “Mindset” work of Carol 
Dweck. More recently, the district collaborated with Equal Opportunity Schools in the interest of 
addressing both biases on the parts of teachers with regard to student ability and deliberately 
opening up opportunities for underrepresented student populations—in this case, Black and 
Latinx students—in Advanced Placement coursework. The ongoing work of Mindset and EOS is 
intended to remove barriers and implement supports for students both in and outside of the 
classroom. However, growth-mindset requires high school teachers to consider systemic issues 
that affect the long-term goal of postsecondary success. The subsections that follow will reveal 
inconsistencies between the district-wide focus on growth mindset and on teachers’ attitudes 
with regard to access and equity.  
Mindset and racial consciousness. The formal concept of “Mindset” (Dweck, 2006) 
was not originally a focus of this research, but the interview data revealed that this work in the 
district has created a common language among teachers and school leaders. The work of mindset 
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asserts that individuals either have fixed mindsets—belief that people are pre-programmed for 
success or failure—or growth mindsets that focus on tapping into the one’s own potential or the 
potential of those around them (Dweck, 2016). The purpose for the school district’s adoption of 
mindset training was to build capacity in educators to see the potential in all students and to get 
educators help students realize their own potential. The “Mindset Training” workshops the 
district offers are part of an ongoing “equity strand” during semi-annual, district-wide Institute 
Days. Mindset training is available to all staff members and is mandatory for all AP teachers. A 
concern by many, however, is that the training is neither comprehensive nor ongoing. One staff 
member explained, “making somebody come and sit through a one day PD is not going to do it” 
for completely addressing equity in the district.  
It is important to note that Dweck’s work on growth mindset has been criticized for being 
“incomplete,” especially for Black males, because it overemphasizes concepts like effort and 
resilience and fails to recognize the systemic racial oppression that not only creates challenges 
for Black male students, but historically has failed to build capacities, self-esteem, and validation 
within the students (Wood, 2017). Further, findings in a recent study of 5653 university 
applicants in the Czech Republic, showed little correlation between growth mindset and 
achievement on standardized tests (Bahník & Vranka, 2017). Although the sample pool of that 
study is different from the population in this Midwestern, American high school district, the 
findings are significant because, in their conclusions, Bahník and Vranka noted that their 
research did not invalidate the mindset work of Dweck, but it does suggest that the cause and 
effect relationship between growth mindset and actual achievement may be weaker than 
previously thought. In both respects—efficacy and colorblindness—Dweck & Dweck (2006) 
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would disagree, noting a larger sample size in their study to prove the efficacy of tethering 
growth mindset to academic performance.  
In more recent work, Dweck may argue the work of mindset is not colorblind. In fact, 
with regard to establishing growth mindset in students, the role of educators within this context is 
to recognize both systematic and personal barriers students face and either remove obstacles or 
help students identify those obstacles and navigate around them (Dweck, 2016). The previous 
point is in accordance with Wood (2017) in that it puts the onus of addressing barriers on 
educators, but the problem with Dweck’s assertion is that it is broad and fails to address any 
specific barriers or barriers that are unique to particular groups of students. For school leaders, 
the work of addressing mindsets means both identifying school-based systems that prove 
challenging in terms of access for Black and Latinx students and getting teachers to recognize 
their own biases or habits that negatively, albeit unconsciously, affect Black and Latinx students 
in their classrooms. The findings in subsequent sections will go into greater detail to show that, 
in spite of efforts on the parts of school leaders to develop growth mindset on the parts of 
teachers, there is still evidence that teacher shift in mindset proves to be a significant barrier in 
school-wide systems change for racial equity.  
EOS: Measuring equity mindset. In the case of the Fairdale District and the focus on 
mindset, partnering with Equal Opportunity Schools made sense because of both its focus on 
assessing mindsets on the parts of staff and students and the aim to create a more race-conscious 
approach to identifying students and their needs when it comes to academic opportunities. Part of 
the groundwork for implementation of this program is in surveying students and staff to identify 
attitudinal qualities, including mindset, that positively or negatively influence access and equity 
for all students in schools.   
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In surveying the staff, both principals realized a challenge related to staffs’ mindsets 
about student abilities and competing ideas about what may or may not be right for students. 
Because of the lack of understanding with regard to acknowledging inequities, Mr. Brown noted 
that “the most difficult piece that had to be changed was shifting up the mind-set [of staff], 
shifting how we look at kids, how we recruit kids, how we address students, that was the biggest 
piece, and we are still working on that.” This sentiment is reflected in the results of the survey 
which, perhaps, underscored the idea that in addressing racial inequities, systems-based changes 
are as much about the attitudes driving the changes as much as they are about adoption of 
programs that address systemic inequities.  
In order to better understand some of the challenges that arose in the results, it is 
important to look at teacher’s attitudes in three areas: rigor, success criteria, and equity. Figure 5 
shows that in both schools, overwhelmingly, the staff felt that AP coursework is both more 
challenging and prepares students better for college than non-AP coursework. One important 
difference between the two campuses, however, was in the belief about rigor and college 
preparation in non-AP classes. In both questions, the staff responses at Crescent Hill High 
School indicated a 10% difference in beliefs between non-AP and AP coursework. Staff at 
Highland High School felt that non-AP classes were significantly less challenging (a difference 
of 33%) and did less to prepare students for college (24% difference) than AP coursework.  
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Figure 5. Staff members’ attitudes regarding challenge and college preparation. 
When asked about the primary benefits of AP classes, the survey responses also revealed 
that staff in both schools prioritized the value-added of addressing less quantifiable academic 
achievement metrics as primary benefits of enrolling in AP coursework. Specifically, in Figure 6 
the staff in both schools placed the greatest value on building critical thinking skills and 
developing learning mindsets. 
 
Figure 6. Staff perceptions of AP benefits for students. 
In both schools, grades and scores ranked at the bottom of benefits. In fact, fewer than 
5% of the respondents indicated that passing an AP class was an added benefit of taking AP 
coursework. One school leader explained that the grade really is less of a focus in noting, “it’s 
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about giving those kids options” both in high school and beyond. Given the list of benefits, the 
responses from the majority of both high schools’ staffs indicated that exposure to AP 
coursework more about laying foundations for students developing life skills that will allow 
them to have a positive perception of self and be successful in the future than about a particular 
grade or score.  
Along with identifying benefits of rigor and AP coursework, the EOS survey also 
assessed staff attitudes about equity within the school as a priority. The survey results shown in 
Figure 7 indicated that, in both schools, staff members believed prioritizing racial or 
socioeconomic inequities within the school must either be a “core responsibility” or “a top 
priority” for the school leadership to address. However, in most cases, the degrees to which 
inequities should be a priority fell below the average of all respondents of EOS surveys.  
If you were to learn that, within your school, disproportionately low numbers of low income & students of color are… 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7. Identifying and prioritizing equity issues.  
Although staff members perceived racial and socioeconomic equity as a priority overall, 
there are noticeable differences in the responses, depending on the nature of the question. In both 
schools, over 70% of the staff members indicated that inequities related to college matriculation 
and graduation must be a “top priority” or “a core responsibility” for leaders. When asked about 
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inequities in low-income, Black and Latinx students accessing rigorous curriculum, the priorities 
were different. Fifty-percent or fewer of the respondents felt that equitable access to AP 
coursework was neither a top priority nor a core responsibility for school leaders. In terms of the 
findings, this is significant because it highlights a key conflict within the system. Staff members 
believed that rigorous AP curriculum better prepares students for college. Staff also believed that 
racial inequities with regard to access to college should be at least a top priority for school 
leaders, but addressing the racial inequities related to accessing coursework that better prepares 
students for college should is not rated as a top priority for school leaders.  
The principals acknowledged that the rift staff in perspectives continues to be the 
challenge in all areas. For Mr. Brown, developing growth mindset is the key lever in closing the 
racial achievement gap. He explained,  
we know that we are all on board [for closing the achievement gap]. We want kids in AP, 
but the work of shifting mindsets of those students, of parents, especially of teachers, 
that’s where the work is that’s where the support is needed more than anything else. 
 
What is unclear in the survey results is how, beyond the two-part workshop, the school leaders 
are formally addressing staff mindsets and the role it plays in the educational experiences of 
Black and Latinx students.  
The Systemic Racial Equity framework contends that deficit mindsets prove to be 
obstacles and that antiracist leaders take steps to address obstacles and remove barriers at a 
systems level. The following section will use interview data to explain some of the identified 
issues related to the mindsets of stakeholders at Crescent Hill High School and Highland High 
School and the race-conscious supports that the school leaders put in place to remedy the barriers 
that get between Black and Latinx students and enrollment in AP courses.  
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Race-Conscious Student Selection: Challenges and Remedies 
 One of the major factors influencing recruitment of Black and Latinx students was the 
deliberate decision on the parts of school leaders to move away from colorblind practices like 
focusing only on test scores and academic standing. Within the core of EOS is the belief that 
student voice is essential in the selection process for more rigorous coursework. By surveying 
the whole student body, individual students had the opportunity to have their aspirations taken 
into account. Doing so highlighted the voices of students who were previously overlooked in AP 
enrollment. According to one administrator, the student voice piece was essential for moving the 
recruitment initiative:  
EOS, in my mind it brought, a different kind of math to [student selection] because there 
is definitely a piece of that student voice which, to me, is the most valuable piece. And 
looking at a different set of numbers for placing kids in classes. I think a lot of the [Black 
and Latinx] kids that had already moved into AP were already getting A’s and B’s. So 
now we said, “why aren’t we considering B’s and C’s, you know? Let’s open it up a little 
more for the kid who thinks they are going to college, or a kid who doesn’t know, or that 
kid who might be getting a C.” 
 
This race-conscious approach to student selection identified a new population of students, and in 
both high schools, the enrollment of Black and Latinx students in AP coursework would increase 
to better reflect the demographics of the student body within each school. In order to facilitate 
the transition of traditionally underrepresented student populations to AP classrooms, school 
leaders relied mainly on the Equity Team.  
 The main purpose of the Equity Team was to communicate the rollout and recruitment 
efforts of the EOS initiative. Once data was collected on students, the rollout to the broader 
school community included creating videos that profiled students and student perspectives, and 
personal interactions by Equity Team members to contextualize the purpose of the EOS initiative 
and invite “trusted adults” to be among those who recruited students. To both principals, it was 
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important that the EOS initiative be communicated by invested staff members on the team, rather 
than the administration, to make it clear this was not a “top down” initiative. CHS principal 
explained in further detail: 
So based on [the student profiles], we kind of had a profile group to look at. So I sent 
those names to staff, and staff was like “yes, I will talk to the student. I will talk to them 
about AP. This is great!” They bought into it at that point because they, the Equity Team, 
did a great job of talking to the faculty, and we had them create videos where the teachers 
did a two-minute clip talking about the value of AP and why teachers should be excited 
about these students being in their classes. That was very powerful, so the teachers 
trusted each other. 
 
Although the additions of student voices and the use of trusted adults did a great deal to increase 
Black and Latinx enrollment in AP courses, the race-conscious approach to recruitment further 
exposed a number of school-based, systemic challenges that acted as additional barriers for 
Black and Latinx students. These challenges were either unaccounted for or underestimated in 
the initial planning process, and consequently, school leaders were faced with reactive responses 
as a means of addressing some of those barriers. After revealing and discussing the results for 
each high schools’ race conscious AP recruitment initiatives efforts, the sections that follow will 
discuss the challenges and remedies in greater detail.  
 The yield of race conscious recruitment. The Systemic Racial Equity framework 
contends that race conscious recruitment increases access to rigorous coursework for Black and 
Latinx student populations. The EOS initiative within the district and at the two schools 
embedded in this case study was intended to act as a catalyst for increasing enrollments of Black 
and Latinx students in AP courses to better reflect the demographics of the school. Figure 8 
represents the initial data from 2015, the beginning of the partnership with EOS and the most 
current enrollment data of the 2017-2018 school year. The graphs represent 100% of the current 
enrollments of Black, Latinx, and White student populations in AP courses for the 2015 and 
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2017 school years as well as the total enrollment of each group in the school population. It is 
important to note that White and Asian student populations are combined because, within the 
context of AP, this is how the school reported enrollment. Native American/Pacific Islander and 
students who were identified as belonging to two or more demographic populations in both 
schools were small (each less than 2%) and were excluded from the initial data.  
 
Figure 8. AP enrollment data by student demographic (2015 and 2017). 
The data above shows mixed results between campuses in the Fairdale District. At 
Highland, over the last 2 years, the overrepresentation of the White and Asian student population 
in AP courses is becoming more balanced by an increased enrollment in both Black and Latinx 
student groups. The gains in enrollment for both Black and Latinx student groups is more 
reflective of their overall representation in the school, but gaps in terms of representation in AP 
coursework still exists. The AP enrollment statistics at Crescent Hill reflect little change for 
White and Asian student populations and no change for Black and Latinx student groups.  
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The enrollment statistics raise questions as to why, under the same initiative and with 
agreements that allow for campus-specific implementation, one campus seems to be making 
gains in addressing the equity gap in enrollment while another campus remains stagnant. The 
most current enrollment statistics in AP classes were shared after initial interviews with school 
leaders, and further requests for context and reflection went unanswered. However, during the 
initial interview, one school leader at Crescent Hill High School noted that the challenge with 
increasing access for underrepresented student populations to reflect the demographics of the 
school was more so about need to improve included the SES population. She explained that in 
the case of their campus, the numbers of White and Asian Low SES student populations 
outnumber the “missing” Black and Latinx student populations. As a result, the percentages of 
student populations did not change. She wanted to make clear that the initiative was about equity 
for all students, not just about numbers. In short, her belief was that there should be greater focus 
on low SES than with race because that focus would affect a larger group of students.   
Although the focus of this research is on Black and Latinx student groups, given the 
school leader’s emphasis on SES, it is important to examine the results in terms of both 
demographic and SES student information. Below, Figures 9 and 10 illustrate student 
performance on AP tests (score of 1-5) for the 2016-2017 school year. The data is disseminated 
and groups students according to racial demographic, high/medium SES and racial demographic, 
low SES.  
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Figure 9. Highland High School 2016 AP test scores by demographic and SES. 
 
Figure 10. Crescent Hill High School 2016 AP test scores by demographic and SES. 
What is interesting is that, if just reporting by the average score achieved by each 
demographic group, White, Asian, and Latinx student groups all averaged a score of 3 or higher; 
Black student groups averaged a score of 2, and there were no Black students in either school 
who earned a score of 5 on any test. There is something to be said in achievement gaps between 
High/Medium SES students and Low SES, as the data shows that in all demographic groups, 
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there were higher percentages of students in High/Medium SES subgroups who earned a score of 
3 or higher. However, in looking at the breakdown by SES, it is important to note that in both 
schools, White Low SES student groups had higher percentages of students who earned scores of 
3 or better than High/Medium Black or Latinx student groups who earned scores of 3 or better. 
Actually, at Highland, the White Low SES group had the highest percentage of students who 
earned a score of 3 or better. This is significant because the findings on the outcomes suggest 
that SES may be a factor within each demographic group, but given the comparison of Low SES 
White student performance to High/Medium SES Black and Latinx students, the evidence in the 
data suggests there are additional factors that go beyond SES that influence outcomes.   
The context provided by the school leader who said the focus should be on SES makes 
sense in terms of explaining the stagnation in enrollments, but what the response fails to address 
is the persistent gap in access between enrollment of White and Asian students and their Black 
and Latinx peers. Further, the focus on SES allows the conversation about outcomes to remain 
colorblind. However, digging just one beneath the surface of a broad conversation about SES 
suggests the disparate outcomes have more to do with race than with SES, that there are existing 
structures within the system that prove to be obstacles or barriers for Black and Latinx students. 
The sections that follow, however, will highlight some of the systemic issues in the way of racial 
equity to access.  
Challenges in recruitment. Through the implementation of EOS and the efforts of the 
Equity Team, a population of traditionally underrepresented students was identified for 
recruitment and placement into AP courses. The school leaders, however, did not account for the 
fact that the change from status quo, colorblind selection methods to more race-conscious 
approaches would reveal that racial equity could not be fixed with the implementation of one 
 107 
program. In fact, the implementation of the new recruiting method forced school leaders to 
recognize several systemic barriers that further impeded student placement in AP courses. The 
subsections below will discuss what leaders learned about teacher, counselor, and Equity Team 
member reactions and highlight a challenge for parents.     
Teacher pushback. First, although some teachers were identified as trusted adults, there 
were disconnects in both teacher philosophy and relationship with the student. For example, 
when it came time to match students with trusted adults, one school leader recalled,  
we matched up kids we made a nice little folder, and we said, “you are the trusted adults 
for these kids.” They got the folder and are looking through it and they are like, “I don’t 
even know who this kid is.”  
 
Many of the formal leaders in this research were surprised that students would name a teacher 
with whom they had no relationship, and none of the leaders could explain why that might 
happen. Some guessed that students identified “popular” teachers, but they could not be certain. 
For the Equity Team, beginning the conversation between a student and teacher without the right 
relationship was a non-starter because the genuine connection between teachers and students 
would help encourage students who had doubts about enrolling. When teachers said they did not 
know a student, Equity Team members worked to find someone who did.  
Despite the relational disconnection, some adults in both buildings did have relationships 
with Black and Latinx students. One teacher’s expressed concern about being identified as a 
trusted adult and the persistence of the recruitment initiative:  
We ask these kids we gave them a trusted adult when this program was rolled out we then 
recommended them, but some of these kids who didn’t necessarily want to be a part of it 
were approached three, four, and five times. I mean the word “coercion” was used by 
others around me. 
 
The concern from teachers was that this initiative to recruit Black and Latinx students was, as a 
few teachers explained, “a top-down initiative” that was about “trying to encourage more 
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students of lower ability to take a chance at the higher expectation of the AP program.” The 
concern was that many students were simply not ready. 
Counselor gatekeeping. In addition to the concerns of the teachers, the guidance 
counselors expressed a mixed-level of support. There were two concerns. First, there was a 
question of what would be too great a challenge for students. Additionally, there were growing 
concerns that students who pushed themselves may have to sacrifice grades and that transcripts 
would have more Cs, Ds, and failures. One counselor explained,  
We, as counselors, are working with the debate on college transcripts and [whether] 
colleges want to see an AP class gets a C? Or do they want to see a regular class gets an 
A? Lots of different debates going on here simultaneously with just the whole emotional 
piece of is it right to push kids in to be an AP. I have a couple of members in my 
department who are very, very strongly against it they just are. They think it’s wrong. 
They think that we are setting student up for failure.  
 
Other counselors felt, however, the problem of deficit mentality on the parts of adults in the 
building are major obstacles for Black and Latinx students. One counselor, a Latina woman, 
explained the mindset of staff is  
not something I take to the administration because that’s not really my role or 
appropriate, but my role is to intercede . . . but I do think it’s fantastic to open doors to 
classes that were historically closed to people that look like me. 
 
In a way, this reaction is consistent to what was found in the survey results. The inequity is 
concerning to the staff member, but approaching remedies for the inequities prove to be a 
challenge.  
Equity team members pushback. At Highland High School, the leadership team 
anticipated teacher and counselor pushback on the initiative to recruit underrepresented students 
into AP coursework, but the members of that team did not anticipate similar sentiments from 
members of the Equity Team. The Assistant Principal noted the messaging and concerns became 
a pervasive presence on the Equity Team: 
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There were people on that committed that, when we talked about institutional racism, 
thought [they were] protecting other females, Hispanic females, by not pushing them and 
[saying] “they can’t do that, they can’t.” And so, it was very interesting to see the limits 
that they were putting on these students. 
 
Thus, there were teacher and counselor concerns about the effort to recruit Black and Latinx 
students into AP coursework that they thought may not be ready, and because of mindsets of 
individuals both on and off of the Equity Team, the rollout of recruitment needed to be 
rethought.  
 Parental participation. One of the barriers both sets of school leaders highlighted was a 
knowledge gap for parents with regard to the value of Advanced Placement for their students. 
Counselors in both schools noted that some students, disproportionately middle-upper income 
White and Asian, come in “groomed” for AP. Those students know what AP is and that they are 
eager to take it. This makes the system access far more competitive. One counselor believed 
some critical elements on the parts of parents include, “parents’ level of education, parents’ level 
of involvement, and resources and expectations.” School leaders indicated that there is frequent 
communication between school and home, but they were unclear as to how school staff members 
could assess what parents knew about or if they prioritized access to rigorous coursework for 
their students.  
Remedies to recruitment. After realizing some of the concerns and “deficit mindsets” 
staff had toward the effort to recruit Black and Latinx students into AP courses, the principals 
and members of the leadership team at each school both acknowledged the legitimacy of the 
concerns. They also took steps to change mindsets of teachers, counselors, and members of the 
Equity Team, and if needed, make structural changes by replacing individuals with deficit 
mindsets. The following subsections will discuss some of those approaches leadership took to 
removing obstacles in the way of equity and reveal that, in all cases, the work is still in progress.  
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Fluid team membership. In addressing the obstacles to recruitment, both principals 
discussed the importance of having a cohesive group of individuals on the Equity Team. When it 
came to addressing mindsets on the committee, the principals observed team members, their 
interactions at meetings and with other colleagues. Both principals agreed that, initially, not all 
members were the right fit for the work. One principal explained, “There were some teachers I 
moved from the committee because . . . I felt like some of them didn’t want to own [the 
initiative] in front of their peers. If that’s the case, I’d rather [they] not be on.” In both schools, 
some teachers, particularly AP teachers on the committee, struggled with the idea of race-
conscious recruitment and feared that students would struggle too much in AP classes. In the 
case of both schools, and on both Equity Teams, positivity and productivity became paramount. 
One principal explained that at the heart of positivity, relationships were key: 
This year, we made sure we created an equity team that was made up of teachers that had 
great relationship with kids. They weren’t necessarily AP teachers, but they were teachers 
who had great relationships with kids that were positive, that had that growth mind-set 
mentality, that we knew would push and encourage kids to take upper level courses so we 
shifted our thinking on that and we said this didn’t really work too well with assigning 
them to the teachers.  
 
Focus on relationships. Equity Team members at both schools are involved with 
recruitment, but at Highland High School, the work of recruitment falls squarely on the shoulders 
of Equity Team members because they felt it was important that students received a consistent 
message from adults involved in the recruiting.  
In this messaging at Highland High School, one team member and school leader 
acknowledged the teachers’ concerns related to the amount of pressure in recruiting students, but 
she felt that the repeat attempts to recruit students were less about pressure and more about 
persistence and consistency in messaging:  
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What I have found is you can’t tell a student once or twice. Five times, I think, is the 
minimum they need to hear from five different adults, “I believe in you. I know you can 
do this, and I am not saying it’s going to be easy. Here are the supports we have in place 
for you. You need to try this just one class. Just try it.” 
 
For enrollment at Highland, this approach has helped with getting more students in the classes.  
At CHS, however, the principal is philosophically opposed to so many contacts with one 
student. For the leaders at CHS, one area in which they place their efforts is in closing the 
information gap for Black and Latinx students. In order to do this, the principal relies on the 
sponsors of the Black Student Union and the Latinx Student Union to make students more eager 
to take college-preparatory classes by giving them more exposure to college-like experiences.  
For example, one effort in supporting Black and Latinx students is coordinated by the 
Dean of Students. Each year, in February, he organizes the African-American Male Summit, 
where he brings in African-American community leaders, college representatives, and business 
people to talk about opportunities beyond high school. One benefit of this, he explained, is that, 
aside from learning about the process of college application and the prerequisites to work in a 
given field,  
the college reps are kind of focused on AP classes, the importance of taking these classes 
and kind of help get to them acclimated to what they would see at the Collegiate level, 
and talk to them about how that helps make them more attractive to colleges, versus a 
non-AP taker. 
 
This exposure, he believed, is beneficial, but there is still a critical mass of students who 
do not fully grasp the value of college and the necessity of being exposed to rigor. The Dean 
explained the emphasis on AP and the exposure to the opportunities that may arise as a result of 
AP are important because,  
obviously, we want all of our students to have access to a college once they leave here, 
and one of the best ways to kind of an assurance that, not only do they get to college, but 
they also graduate is by taking these Advanced Placement courses. So that’s kind of how 
I frame it. . . . . The experience that I have had, the experience that my [previous] students 
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have had [with AP], which is why I am strong for students taking [AP classes]. Even if 
they don’t pass the exam, just sit in that class you know getting the rigor of learning how 
to organize your time and things like that that’s what these classes are teaching you to 
help you be successful at next level. 
 
The shift from inviting all trusted adults to streamlining the process and limiting 
recruitment to individuals on the Equity Team was one lever in ensuring potential AP students 
received positive messaging. The other was re-shifting a focus on counselors and how they 
delivered messages to Black and Latinx students who were candidates for the initiative.  
Addressing counselors. Both head counselors believed that navigating the role between 
being a department leader and a counselor was tricky. As school leaders, both saw the benefits of 
opening doors for all students, especially Black, Latinx because, until recently, those student 
populations were disproportionately placed in “enrichment” courses that “take away from a 
student being able to flourish and being able to take a higher-end class.” In both schools, the 
biggest concern is that in the District’s endeavor to meet certain enrollment numbers, there may 
be a loss of the “human component.” In addition, counselors felt conflicted between the push of 
teachers and administrators who supported the initiative and the pull of those who opposed the 
placement of the recruitment initiative.  
Leaders felt, because counselors focus on the “human element,” the equity-related work 
of the mindset was easier to address. For counselors one compelling piece of information is that 
“there is a gap and as an educational system [we] have to look at that gap, have to read it, and 
have to say ‘why is it going on and what can we do to make it better?’” What defined “better,” 
however, proved to be subjective in nature.  
A constant concern for counselors was the course grade. In addressing mindset with 
counselors, one school leader noted growth mindset  
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is working with students on getting them in . . . and that, yes, you know [they] are not 
going to necessarily be getting an A maybe. But what does that mean, and how do 
[students] still keep plugging through and . . . grinding it out? Because, ultimately, that’s 
life. 
 
This shift in mindset is still a work in progress, she acknowledges, but she also noted that as a 
leader, “I am not okay with not giving every student the opportunity.” In addressing mindsets 
that limited students’ opportunities, the head counselors and other school leaders challenged both 
counseling department members and teachers to consider the potential of every student—
regardless of prior academic history, special needs, or disciplinary data.  
School leaders also acknowledged, however, that aside from teachers and counselors, 
there was another obstacle in the way of Black and Latinx student access to AP programs: parent 
education. The section that follows will discuss how the school leaders at Crescent Hill High 
School and Highland High School approached removing the barrier of parent education.  
AP parent night. Given the uncertainty as to parent knowledge or interest in AP, the 
Equity Team in both schools focused on creating a meaningful way to educate parents: AP 
Parent Night. AP Parent Night is an evening where parents and students have opportunities to 
learn about the benefits of AP coursework, gain an understanding of what courses are offered, 
and speak with teachers of AP courses. One teacher explained this is important work “because 
maybe these kids have parents who have never taken an AP and they are the oldest kid their 
family and so they don’t.”  
For both schools, the turnout was described as “good,” but, in spite of calls home to 
Black and Latinx families, letters translated into Spanish, many of the parents of students 
targeted by the EOS initiative did not attend. An AP teacher at CHHS used her past to 
contextualize why the work of empowering parents is proving a challenge:  
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I mean, coming from a Latino family, sometimes there is that . . . language gap, and 
sometimes it’s almost a philosophy of do what you need to do at school, as long as you 
are behaving and you are not in trouble, they are happy. I think there is a disconnect. 
 
At Highland High School, one school leader wondered if there was more that could be 
done to involve parents, if maybe there were existing structures that made it challenging for 
parents to attend. Mr. Brown acknowledged included both time and distance as likely factors. He 
wondered if part of the low attendance was because too many of the parents worked during the 
evening time slot of the information session. He wondered, too, if the distance from Fern Valley 
during the evening commute was too much of an imposition for parents. One significant finding 
is that the school leadership has not discussed, with parents, what some of those limitations may 
have been.  
Enrollment and Support While in Courses 
 Chapter Four identified and explained two specific, school-based additions to offer 
support for all AP students, but specifically for EOS students in each building. Those supports 
included the Summer Bridge onboarding program and AP Student Centers in each school. In the 
case of both of these supports, the implementation was successful, but there are still challenges. 
In both cases, the school leaders put energy toward creating resources that address systemic 
issues of preparation and supports with regard to social-emotional and academic needs, but in 
both cases, the leaders and their teams may not have accounted for circumstances beyond 
academics that may have played a role in Black and Latinx students’ full participation. The two 
sub-sections below will discuss the successes and challenges of both programs in greater detail.   
Summer bridge programs. The work for all students began with an invitation to a 
summer bridge program. As the previous chapter explained, this is a week-long summer program 
intended to connect first-time AP students, prepare them for the rigors of AP coursework, focus 
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on study and reading skills, and give them opportunities to better understand the resources 
available to them. One principal explained that the intention was to focus on “growth mindset 
and team-building opportunities.” In 2016, the first year, invitations for the summer program 
only went out to the EOS students. The intention was to build a community among the EOS 
students; however, there was a critical problem: “the truth is that for the kids in that summer 
program, the classes they wind-up in didn’t look like the kids in their summer program.” In that 
case, it became challenging to build and continue a community throughout the school year.  
To remedy the feeling of isolation, in 2017, all first time AP course takers were invited to 
participate in the summer adventure. The goal was two-fold: first it broadened the peer network, 
but it also because “we wanted a more diverse group. We don’t want a homogeneous group 
where we are all in there because we were recruited by EOS effort.” Leaders felt that if students 
were disproportionately Black and Latinx, there would be a danger of both students and adults 
“labelling” themselves as low achieving. The following chapter will discuss student perceptions 
of this effort. It is worth noting, however, that in field observations at Crescent Hill High 
School’s program in 2017, there were approximately 50 students invited to the Summer 
Adventure program. Fourteen students enrolled, and of the fourteen, 10 attended each day. At 
Highland High School, the school reported approximately 100 students attended, but they did not 
track who was an EOS student.  
Student centers. In addition to onboarding, school leaders wanted to give all AP 
students, but especially EOS students, a place to find support throughout the school day. To 
address the barrier of content knowledge and access to support services, the school leaders 
created places where students could get help from a staff member during lunch periods or 
throughout the day. Conceptually, the leaders imagined students coming in on their own to seek 
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assistance. In reality, the rooms in both schools were under-utilized. In Spring, 2017, the school 
leaders asked students why they were not using the space. At both schools, students identified 
proximity to the lunchroom as an issue. The AP student centers were far away and isolated. In 
addition to proximity, the school leaders at Crescent Hill High School took note of the fact that 
when the room was used, the clients were mostly middle/upper-middle income White and Asian 
students. What the counselor realized was that, aside from proximity, Black and Latinx students 
did not visit the center for two reasons: disproportionately, their Black and Latinx students 
qualified for free and reduced lunch. This meant more time in the lunchroom waiting in lines, 
and less time to spend with friends—unless those friends were in AP. As of Fall, 2018, Highland 
High School changed the location of the student center to directly across from the cafeteria. 
There is not enough data to determine if this change will increase usage.  
Teacher Mindsets in the Classroom 
 The previous sections discussed the school leadership and EOS teams moving away from 
colorblind decision-making by creating student profiles that, aside from test scores, reported on 
the racial identity of students and student desire to take Advanced Placement courses. Once 
students were scheduled in AP courses, teachers and counselors discussed concerns about 
students who were underprepared for the coursework. The SRE framework acknowledges that 
deficit mindsets prove obstacles for universal access and success in rigorous coursework. The 
following section finds that teacher mindsets are definitely part of a school’s system in terms of 
the role they play in student experiences and outcomes. Within the subsections, the findings will 
show that there is no whole-system-wide change initiative in terms of teaching practice, but that 
positive change is happening in pockets. The following subsections will examine some teacher-
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mindset related practices that encourage or inhibit the success of Black and Latinx students in 
classrooms.  
 Deficit mindsets masked as academic concerns. The most widely cited obstacle by 
teachers with regard to student success was academic readiness on the parts of students. When it 
comes to EOS students’ abilities to experience success in class, a common sentiment among both 
teaching staffs was as follows:  
Okay, so when you look at what AP ask for they say to take in all students who are 
willing and able that their ability puts them in, they captured willing but they didn’t 
possess the ability. And so, while none of us mind whoever is in our class, and we are 
going to teach them, it’s counterproductive to . . . push kids into it if they don’t have the 
skills. Because you do need a base of skills to be successful in [AP courses]. 
 
Both principals cited reading and math readiness as teacher concerns. One principal explained, 
though, that she felt student preparedness was only one part of the potential obstacle—the other 
was the teacher mindset about student potential. She noted, for example, that when it came to 
academic ability,  
I needed to be able to just be transparent. [I said] “you are right some of these [students] 
can’t read as quickly . . . so what can we do to support them?” And that’s where they 
didn’t really want to work as hard about that. And that’s where their mind-set was, “well 
then maybe they shouldn’t be in this class.” 
 
It is important to note that, as explained in the previous section, both teachers and school 
leaders believe the school is making strides in providing academic supports for EOS students in 
the way of accessible resources during and after the school day, checking in with students, and 
offering the AP Summer adventure. The bigger concern on the parts of both school leaders and 
some AP teachers who participated in this study is that of deficit teacher mindset. Although the 
district requires “mindset training,” the lasting impression left on teachers with regard to belief in 
all students is not always the outcome. In reflecting on this, one teacher explained that she feels 
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she is the exception to the rule when it comes to teaching EOS students because, “I want them in 
my classroom.”  
School leaders in both schools noted that that the desire on the parts of teachers to weed 
out EOS students manifests itself in a variety of ways, but one common factor for teachers’ 
citing EOS students’ inability to succeed is by flagging them early in the school year. One trend, 
a principal noted,  
That even 2 or 3 weeks into the school year, teachers were coming in and showing me the 
10 kids that were failing their class and these are the EOS kids and then I pull up the 
grades, and I said and here are the other three kids that are not EOS kids that are failing 
your class. So you know they were identifying EOS kids as failures but no other kids. 
 
The principals, however, were not the only school leaders who noticed that some teachers 
were quick to try to identify the deficits of EOS students while overlooking similar deficits of 
non-EOS students. The directors of counseling explained that early in the semester, it is common 
for EOS students, disproportionately Latinx and Black, to come to their offices to get removed 
from AP classes. One counselor found herself angered by this because she believed students saw 
actions related to deficit mindsets (e.g., exiting students who may struggle) as acts of mercy on 
the parts of teachers. At the same time, she noted that it is important to balance frustration with 
collaboration and hope for the student. A common scenario is when a student comes in, and 
explains that both he and the AP teacher believe it would be better for him to drop a class, 
So he was getting permission, which was viewed as a generous offering of the teacher as 
an understanding shoulder of the teacher, and here I am twisting in knots on the inside 
thinking “a kid like you that looks like you of course doesn’t feel comfortable because 
you haven’t been with these kids until his Junior year, but you can do it, and don’t let 
them tell you that you can’t do it, like [White and Asian kids] can do it but you can’t.”  
 
 For some teachers, changing mindset has proven to be too big a challenge. For others, the 
challenge is welcome if it allows underrepresented students a chance at accessing coursework 
that challenges the students. The section that follows will describe some decisions teachers and 
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school leaders have made in terms of infrastructure that addresses teacher mindset, access for 
Black and Latinx students, and breaks down obstacles in the way of student success.  
Freedom to rethink teaching. The previous section discussed some of both the 
academic concerns regarding student readiness and the deficit mindsets that impede student 
access and persistence through Advanced Placement coursework. Three areas where school 
leaders and teachers identified classroom-related barriers were personnel, the structure of AP 
courses and grading, and time. Teachers who made substantial changes to their instruction, 
grading practices, and use of time were successful not only in AP outcomes but also in 
persistence and pass rates of Black and Latinx students in their classrooms. The sub-sections 
below discuss those practices as they relate to each school.  
Inclusivity: “I am going to work with you.” In both schools, for department leaders, 
teacher mindsets are beginning to play a role in teacher scheduling. That is, school leaders who 
are tasked with scheduling take into consideration the attitudes of teachers with regard to their 
ability to teach all students, especially the EOS student population. Specifically, department 
leaders noted that necessary components for AP teachers to possess include not only growth 
mindset attitudes about students but also in terms of practice. One department leader explained,  
the person I have teaching [one of the AP classes] has a very inclusive mind-set and she 
is going to work with the kids and she has a grading system in place that’s, like, “you 
know we can do this and you know I am going to work with you.” 
 
Scheduling, however, is not always easy for department directors. Aside from mindset, 
other things that can influence teacher selection is certification. That is, teachers may need to be 
certified in a specific subject area before teaching. This can be a challenge for department 
directors because there may be a dearth of professionals who have a particular certification, and 
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if directors do not have enough personnel to teach a particular content subject, the option of 
placing teachers based on mindset may prove to be difficult.  
Building capacity to “do school.” Although many of the individuals who participated in 
this study have acknowledged deficits in teacher mindsets, they have also noted that there are 
teachers who believe in efficacy of changing personal mindset and teacher practice for the 
purposes of addressing potential barriers for students. Of the 12 teachers interviewed, there were 
a few in each school who, given the allowance to change content and grading, took the chance. 
One of those teachers explained, “it was hard for me to be able to even have empathy because I 
was an AP student, but getting to know the kids more, I realize that not everybody has all the 
same factors that I had when I walked in.” This was a common theme in teacher interviews.  
In order to remedy identified concerns, teachers both acknowledged the space of AP 
coursework was new to many students who may have not had previous coursework that fully 
prepared them for the content and habit-related skill sets that would allow them to be successful 
in an AP class. In order to do this, some teachers have managed to make changes in either 
content or grading practice that build capacity in students without compromising the integrity of 
the course. In one case, a teacher explained that she recognized the need to accommodate the 
new population of students because. She had to choose between content and skill building. She 
liked the initiative to open access for all students, especially traditionally underrepresented 
student populations. She recognized the need to reprioritize skill over content because,  
when I had 15 kids who knew all how to “do school,” that was easy. We could [lecture], 
but I knew that as I had more kids coming who didn’t know how to do school, I was 
going to have to move away from the lecture and get more time in class for them to be 
practicing with those skills.  
 
Those “skills” to which the teacher was referring were things like close reading, note 
taking, organization, assessing quality sources, and focusing on clear and concise writing. In 
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order to accommodate teaching such skills, she decided to remove six weeks of the content 
throughout the year and fold in deliberate teaching of the skills. She felt that the practice was 
good for all students, and removing the 6 weeks of material did little to compromise the end 
results on the course-specific AP test.  
In terms of “doing school,” one notable difference between the two schools was that at 
Highland High School, there were some classes that were given an “EOS” designation. Those 
classes were mostly enrolled with first-time AP students, mostly Black and Latinx, who were 
given time and a half (through lunch) for AP Environmental Science and AP English Language 
and Composition. The philosophy behind designating these courses as EOS is because school 
leaders believe they qualify as “entry level” courses that require little prerequisite knowledge. 
Both leaders and teachers at Highland struggled with the idea of “de facto segregation,” but they 
wanted to see if, given more time, students would perform better. In this case, ultimately, it 
depended on the philosophy of the teacher. The AP Environmental Science teacher felt the extra 
time had no effect. Initially, he was a supporter of the initiative, but he felt many students were 
frustrated, lacked the skills, and, in fact, half of the students enrolled dropped the class by the 
end of the first semester. He noted, “it takes me about an hour and 15 minutes to do with them 
what it does in my 48-minute class” and the results, both in class and on the AP test, did not meet 
his expectations.  
The AP English teacher, on the other hand, felt “it forced me to step back and really think 
more critically about how I approach teaching.” He used the extra time not to teach course 
material, but rather organizational, note taking, and study skills. He also used the extra time to 
conduct “class meetings,” where he invited students to share concerns about their learning, the 
structure, the material. He took their feedback to heart, and felt the school leaders were 
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supportive and responsive. In one instance, for example, students expressed concerns about time 
to get lunch, and the school leaders issued “fast passes.” To this teacher, even if the students did 
not earn 3s on the AP test, he believed it was a positive experience for both him and the students: 
“it was just awesome and, you know, the secret to teaching right is relationships. I really worked 
hard to build those relationships and then the kids reciprocated by really buying into what we 
were doing.” He felt the results on the test were not as good as he’d hoped, but that he believed, 
given that none asked to drop the course, students felt positive about the experience and were 
proud of the work.   
Creative grading philosophies. In addition to teaching skills that build students’ 
capacities to “do school,” there were teachers who changed the way they assessed students. The 
general philosophy of the school is that teachers should give students opportunities to retry when 
they fail to show mastery on assessments. Many teachers expressed frustration with this 
philosophy because they felt students are neither motivated to complete the work that leads up to 
the assessment—this leaves students inadequately prepared for the assessment—nor are they 
prone to giving their best efforts on the first attempt at the assessment. In fact, one teacher 
explained it was common for students to “turn in a test and be like, ‘I can take a retake, right?’” 
This became frustrating because students were using retakes as “crutches” in their academic 
lives.  
To remedy this, teachers are given permission to experiment with grading practices. One 
teacher explained that she is pleased to have the latitude to experiment because not changing 
anything in her teaching resulted in predictable failure for EOS students—the retake policy was 
ineffective and time consuming for both teachers and students. Most recently, however, she 
enacted a policy that tied homework to testing—for students who completed the homework in a 
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unit, regardless of actual outcome, the grade on an assessment would not be lower than 60%. 
With that change, she noticed,  
that sort of bought [the EOS] students in, those [who] knew that they were going to 
struggle. But as long as they try as long as they put in the effort they knew that they will 
pass the class. That right there, I felt, was the turning point. So last year, I actually saw an 
increase in my AP test scores compared to previous years. 
 
Both of the teachers focused on in this section adopted practices that required them to 
acknowledge and address the struggles of the EOS student population. Both teachers were 
concerned about supporting students without compromising the rigor of the course or losing the 
integrity of the material. Both teachers performed as well or better than they had in previous 
years—even with the increase in EOS students. 
 It is important to note, however, that both school leaders and teachers acknowledge the  
practices of changing grading, building in skill-based instruction, and using extra time to focus 
on students, rather than instruction, are individualized efforts and occur in isolation from other 
department members. In short, although all AP teachers are given the latitude to rethink teaching 
practices, especially those which pose as barriers for student success, most in this study have not 
acknowledged making substantial changes in their own instructional practice. Again, a key 
component to teachers’ abilities to develop growth mindset in students involves reflection on the 
systems and practices over which they have control and modifying those in ways that suit the 
needs of their students.  
Providing development. One important distinction between the two schools is the fact 
that, aside from mindset training, school leaders at Crescent Hill High School realized that many 
of the AP teachers’ concerns were related to knowledge gaps not only with what adjustments 
could be made in their teaching and assessment but also in how, exactly, AP scoring worked. 
They needed opportunities to interact with other AP teachers, so one administrator worked with 
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instructional coaches to create mandatory AP-focused professional development. Initially, she 
noted the response to PD was “lukewarm.” Teachers could not imagine what they could have in 
common with those in other content areas. But during this professional development, she and the 
instructional coaches gave a space for teachers, like those who experimented with grading and 
content, to speak to their colleagues and share their processes. Now, teachers willingly share and 
discuss data, and there is organic conversation between teachers of all subject areas.  
Summary  
 This chapter discussed the leadership at two schools within the Fairdale District and the 
adult responses to ways they address racial inequities as they relate to creating opportunities to 
recruit and support Black and Latinx students into AP classes. A positive note to the EOS 
initiative as it pertains to the Systemic Racial Equity framework is that it uses race-conscious 
data to identify students who have been overlooked for AP coursework. In identifying those 
students, disproportionately Black and Latinx in both schools, the school leaders also identified 
several obstacles: information gaps for parents and students, accessing the coursework, 
preparedness, and relationships with adults in the building. School leaders are being persistent in 
seeking out ways to identify and address barriers, but the work is very much trial and error in 
nature. Often, it seems that the effort is earnest, but the execution misses the goal because of 
leaders’ tendencies toward colorblind decision-making beyond recruitment and technical fixes to 
systemic issues.   
Additionally, there is a commonality in terms of the obstacles for leaders in both schools: 
the issue of educator mindset. The findings in both the interviews and the secondary data 
revealed that, in spite of acknowledgements of racial inequity, there are teacher and counselor 
mindsets that prove to be the biggest challenge for students. In terms of student retention, 
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teachers who either changed how they grade or adjusted content seem to have more sustained 
participation from students. Additionally, targeted, AP-specific professional development seems 
to be creating more buy-in from teachers in one building, but there was no indication of 
schoolwide implementation of race-conscious decision-making with regard to curriculum or 
additional supports for Black and Latinx students.  
The following chapter will use secondary survey data and focus groups of Black and 
Latinx students who have been recruited to AP. The chapter will focus on student perceptions of 
recruitment, support efforts, and the role race plays in their lives at school.   
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Chapter 6 
Findings From Student Participants 
 The previous chapter focused on adult perceptions with regard to the implementation of 
EOS as a means of identifying and recruiting larger percentages of Black and Latinx students 
into AP classes. Through the implementation of EOS, the school leaders also adopted more race-
conscious practices in the selection methods, but the interview data revealed a reliance on 
colorblind decision making and technical issues to systemic racial inequities. Thus, there was 
frustration amongst school personnel with regard to the efficacy of the added supports for 
students.  
 The information presented in this chapter focuses on student perceptions in the wake of 
the new, district-based initiatives to recruit and support Black and Latinx students into AP 
programs. This chapter will continue informing the answer to the first research question and, 
based on the perceptions and inputs of Black and Latinx students, will answer the sub-question 
related to question two. This sub-question is necessary because the students effectively 
communicated their experience with racial inequities within the school setting; however, they did 
not discuss inequities within the context of school leadership, but rather their experiences in and 
outside of the classroom. Students did not attribute academic culture and climate to school or 
district leaders, but rather, teachers and peers. 
Through survey and focus group data, the findings will show that Black and Latinx 
students at the two high schools aspire to take more rigorous coursework, and in fact, appreciate 
the rigor. This chapter addresses following systemic issues: mindset, race-conscious selection, 
access to rigor, social-emotional needs, and in and out of school supports. The findings will show 
that, although some of the race-conscious efforts are proving to be positive for the experiences of 
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Black and Latinx students, that positive influence is offset by bigger, systemic issues that are 
going unnoticed within the school setting.  
Student Focus Groups 
 Although secondary survey data informed part of the information in this chapter, it is 
important to note that all of the elaboration on the data provided in those surveys is informed by 
the student focus groups from Highland High School. Students at both schools were invited to 
participate in focus groups; however, after several attempts, the students from Highland were 
able to participate. Still, at almost 30 students, the focus groups from Highland High School well 
represented the general experiences of Black and Latinx students enrolled in AP classes. The 
focus groups took place at times during the school day when the largest number of students 
would be available. The group was made up of Black and Latinx students who, for all but three, 
were first time AP course takers in their junior and senior years.  
 The focus groups met for lunch over two periods in a secluded area of the library. There 
was one staff member present, but he sat in another area of the library once we began. Most of 
the students seemed to know one another. The energy of both groups was high, and students 
appeared comfortable and confident in speaking in front of their peers. All voices were heard at 
least once. It is worth noting that the first focus group was almost exclusively Latinx. The second 
group, although larger, was more balanced in terms of Black and Latinx student voices.  Both 
groups were mostly female (see Table 5, Chapter 3). Even with the imbalance of gender and 
racial representation, students appeared to be willing to participate and share. Due to the semi-
structured nature of the focus groups, there was overlap in the responses to the initial questions 
related to mindset and appreciating the challenge of AP. As the conversation continued, 
however, each group emphasized different themes. The first group, largely Latinx, spoke more 
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about what was needed in terms of communication with parents, and the second went further into 
racialized experiences in the classroom and the school community. More specifically, the Black 
students, the smaller population of the two demographic groups, spoke more frequently about not 
having connections with school personnel or being ignored in the classroom.  
The sections that follow will incorporate the perceptions of both groups. The findings 
from the focus groups will show that the school leaders have implemented some race-conscious 
systems that prove helpful to traditionally underrepresented students in AP classes, but that in 
many ways, ultimately, Black and Latinx are self-reliant on building systems and that they still 
experience race-based biases that improve their educational experience in both AP and non-AP 
coursework.  
Student Perceptions on Mindset and Advanced Placement 
 The previous chapter discussed the concept of “mindset” as applied to the district 
initiative of increasing academic access and equity for Black and Latinx students in Advanced 
Placement classes. Whereas the last chapter focused on adult perceptions, this chapter will focus 
on student understandings of mindset and look at some of the student responses to the EOS 
student survey questions. The sections that follow will discuss mindset in terms of both district-
wide effort of building “growth mindset” and students’ understandings of how mindset of 
students and teachers affects their experiences in AP classrooms. Additionally, the survey results 
will show that, in spite of lack of representation, Black and Latinx students are eager to take and 
confident in their ability to succeed in AP coursework. 
 Common understandings of mindset. When it comes to understanding the district 
initiative behind mindset, students involved in the focus group expressed similar understandings 
as to what it means to have a growth-mindset. One student explained that growth “is when you 
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believe that you can learn and there is no extent to where you can stop learning.” But others 
added on that, for students, it goes beyond belief and focuses on action. Specifically, students 
noted that there are barriers—such as time, previous academic history, habits—that get in the 
way of achieving success. Students noted that facing such obstacles means, “changing 
perspective in how you see yourself” and taking action to address barriers. In the case of the 
students in this group, key levers for overcoming obstacles included taking chances, building 
relationships with adults and peers, and creating systems that help navigate the challenges of 
school. All of these critical attributes for success will be discussed later in this chapter.  
 The students in the focus groups from Highland, however, recognized that when it came 
to school, growth mindset worked best when both school personnel and students demonstrated 
the ability to both believe in and act in the best interests of the students. They noted that it is easy 
to tell if a teacher truly has a growth mindset—even if teachers verbalize that they believe Black 
and Latinx students can be successful in AP courses. Students in the focus group explained that 
teachers with growth mindset do more than say they believe in students or tell students to believe 
in themselves. They noted the key difference between teachers with growth mindset and those 
without was in how much time they invested in relationships with Black and Latinx students in 
practice. Students cited teacher modeling, test-retakes, and pacing as key indicators as to whether 
teachers believed in individual student success. As one student explained, when teachers 
emphasize what is difficult without giving students the tools to succeed they “are just basically 
putting that on the mindset of all [their] students that they are going to do worse than last year.” 
This sentiment is problematic because, as the next section will discuss, students have a desire to 
take rigorous coursework, but they avoid doing so because, according to them, the teachers 
sometimes set the stage in confirming their fears of failure.  
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 EOS student survey: Plans and perceptions. Like the school staff, as part of the EOS 
rollout, students were asked to respond in order to assess mindsets about postsecondary 
aspirations, perceptions of current experiences in school, and barriers that may get in the way of 
accessing rigorous coursework. In many ways, student responses were similar to those of staff 
when it came to understanding the value of AP coursework. Like the staff, students felt that AP 
coursework was significantly more challenging than non-AP coursework, and although the 
margin between non-AP and AP coursework was narrower than staff responses, students felt AP 
coursework was more likely to prepare them for college. In both schools, students indicated they 
were interested in AP coursework for two reasons: college credit and college access.  
 Students’ perceptions of college preparation was important for this research because, 
regardless of socioeconomic status, survey results seen in Figure 11 also indicated that, 
overwhelmingly, Black and Latinx students wish to enroll in and graduate from college. 
Understanding students’ postsecondary aspirations is important because it underscores the fact 
that, although students plan on attending at least a 2-year program beyond high school, they 
remain underrepresented in the classes that better prepare them for the post-high school 
experiences, specifically college.  
 
Figure 11. Black and Latina postsecondary plans. 
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The survey made clear that students were aware of the benefits of AP coursework and 
were intent on going to college, but it also tried to explain why underrepresented students were 
not enrolled in AP. In doing so, the findings highlighted a few other considerations for 
underrepresented student populations with regard to AP coursework. First, in both schools, 
students cited fear of failure and inability to complete the work (because of content and volume). 
With student concerns in mind, the survey tried to identify what systemic issues may be 
impeding student participation and success. The results in Figure 12 showed that, on the whole, 
there was a variety of potential barriers at each campus.  
 
Figure 12. Barriers to access. 
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Consequently, it was necessary to hear the voices of Black and Latinx students in order to better 
contextualize their experiences in the academic setting. Additionally, the identified barriers were 
broad concepts that did not specifically address what the gaps were within the general ideas. This 
is why the information in the following sections will focus on providing context and student 
perspectives that the survey data did not provide.  
Systemic Structures: Successes and Barriers 
 The previous section focused on student perceptions regarding the benefits of Advanced 
Placement courses, Black and Latinx students’ postsecondary aspirations, and to what degree 
students felt particular systemic structures were barriers. This section will use the information 
gathered from the student focus groups to elaborate on the findings from the secondary survey 
data.   
 Systemic supports. The discussion with the two student focus groups highlighted several 
strengths within the school community. Because students are less familiar with the decision-
making process of school leaders, most of their responses focused on school experiences and 
teachers. Still, the student lens provided insights on the positive choice of including race-
conscious student selection, the appeal of opportunities to enroll in more rigorous courses, and 
the importance of relationships with school staff and within peer groups.  
 Race-conscious recruitment and support: “Seeing what I don’t.” Although there is 
some research indicating a knowledge gap with regard to Black and Latinx students knowing 
how to gain access to and navigate AP courses, even still, approximately 50% of the students 
said that they knew they wanted to take at least one AP course even before they started high 
school. Eighty percent said they knew by the end of their freshman year that they wanted to 
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enroll in Advanced Placement. In spite of their ambitions, many shared that they did not think 
enrollment would be possible without the effort put out by “trusted staff.”  
 Although most said they enrolled in AP after one staff member personally encouraged 
them to try the more rigorous coursework, three students noted it took multiple attempts 
(anywhere from two to five) on the parts of staff before they opted in. Regardless of numbers of 
attempts, students expressed similar concerns in feeling as though, compared to White and Asian 
peers, they were underprepared for the rigors. One student explained, “usually the people that are 
AP are like smarter than me.” And with that, students also noted that they had concerns of being 
treated differently than “the regular kids.” The phrase “regular kids” was often used, especially 
in the second focus group, as a means of referring to White students. The topic of how race is 
discussed in school and in class will be discussed later in this chapter, but the use of the phrase 
does underscore the idea that some students are aware not only of the racial inequities in 
enrollment but also that some see the AP classroom primarily as a White space.  
 In spite of apprehensions, students did enroll in AP with encouragement—and all noted 
that, regardless of the number of attempts, the final decision to enroll was student choice. 
Academic reasons will be discussed in subsequent sections, but in terms of just enrolling, most 
students indicated that their decision was largely based on the encouragement of people they 
trusted. One student explained,  
a lot of times, people can see things in you that you don’t see in yourself, so I did a lot of 
honors classes and stuff that I never wanted to do but because my teacher recommended 
it. I did it because I feel like, if she feels like I can do it, then I can do it and it’s all going 
to be easy. 
 
Others expressed similar sentiments, noting that the persistence of staff members, “even when I 
get annoyed,” paid off. All students said they had no regrets about taking AP courses, and all 
students, if they are not already enrolled, planned on taking at least one more AP course next 
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year. What was also noticeable, too, is that, although the previous chapter highlighted concerns 
and doubts amongst staff and counselors in the recruitment process, no students expressed any 
discouragement from staff members or counselors. According to the students, the plan to enroll 
in more courses is not just based on staff supports. The next section will highlight the idea that 
students are motivated not only by the rigor of the courses, but also by exposure to a more 
college-like experience.  
 Rigor: “I want to push myself.” The previous section discussed the idea that, although 
initially apprehensive, the Black and Latinx students in the focus groups were glad they enrolled 
in AP courses. For most, the enrollment may have been as a result of the school leaders making 
deliberate efforts to recruit underrepresented students, but the decision to continue rests on the 
shoulders of the students. Initially, most students cited the opportunity to receive college credit 
as the reason they chose to enroll in other courses, but soon after, it became apparent that, for the 
students, the coursework is about more than college credit. In fact, to the students, the most 
appealing aspects of the coursework include the rigorous workload and the independence.  
 In looking at the curriculum, one student explained, “the way the teacher talks in class is 
even like a different language.” By “different language,” the students explained that the rhetoric 
is more academic, and because of that they felt the teachers have higher expectations for them. 
The appeal of the workload, however, went beyond the academic vocabulary and focused on 
more project-based learning. Students noted that they were excited by not only the opportunity to 
choose a subject in which they were interested, but also the fact that the independent projects in 
the AP classes allowed them to focus on interesting topics—topics to which they felt personally 
connected. For example, one students noted that the appeal of a course like AP Human 
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Geography, the teacher reminds them, “we are everywhere and anywhere” and the tie to current 
events makes it easier to connect.  
The projects are appealing because they are both easier to connect to and are designed in 
ways that allow students flexibility as to when and how they complete the work. Several of the 
students also enjoy the weight of the independent work because it forced them to create 
schedules—a skill they acquired during the Summer Bridge program and implemented on their 
own once the school year began. When asked, none of the students felt as though this connection 
was as possible in non-AP coursework because, as one student put it, “in a normal class, there is 
more of a chance you will be assigned a worksheet” than a project.  
 The students made clear, however, the project-based approach to AP coursework is much 
more challenging than non-AP classroom work, but that the feeling of success makes the work 
worth the effort. Interestingly, for most of the students, “success” in non-AP classes was defined 
as getting an A or a B in the course, but this was not the case for AP courses. When considering 
AP outcomes, most students said it was important to get an A or B in the class and at least a three 
on the test, but they made clear that taking the class—even if they did not earn the grade they 
wanted—was the real success for themselves. This sentiment expressed by the students in the 
focus group is in line with the district and school leaders, but it does conflict with what some AP 
teachers reported. All of the students said that in taking the AP courses, they realized they had 
the “assets” to do well in school. They feel that, for the most part, they have the same skills as 
their peers, and in fact, have grown as a result of the work in the class. One student explained, “I 
keep taking them because I think it keeps pushing me to be a better student.”  
The students’ emphasis on the work, regardless of the grade, may bring to light another 
systemic equity issue: the lack of rigor and expectations in non-AP coursework. Students in this 
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group, in spite of previous doubts about personal ability, felt successful because they believed 
they were doing harder work with higher expectations. In articulating those high expectations, 
the message of “push” was a recurring one in terms of the student focus groups. When asked 
about where that came from, they cited the district’s “mindset” focus and the support they 
received in the summer bridge program for first-time AP course takers. The following section 
will discuss the work that occurred over the summer in greater detail.  
 Summer Bridge: Open-mindedness and push. Once opting in to the AP coursework, all 
first-time students, regardless of whether they are recruited through EOS, were invited to a four-
day summer program that focused on skill building, belief in self, and team building. I did not 
have the opportunity to participate in or observe the summer program at Highland, but I did at 
Crescent Hill. According to the students in the focus group who did participate in the optional 
program (13, total), the experiences were similar, and in spite of concerns expressed by staff 
members as to the efficacy of the program, students felt it provided a sound foundation in AP 
rigor preparation. For the students in this group, the primary benefit included the focus on 
mindset.  
 The purpose of the AP Summer Bridge was to focus on mindset and navigating the 
school system, not to build content knowledge. Students seemed to appreciate this approach, 
because, “over the summer they consistently talked about an open mindset and how you had to 
push yourself to do the work and understand it at the same time.” For students in the focus group 
who attended Summer Bridge (less than half), “push” and doing “the work” went beyond 
homework. It meant accessing academic systems beyond the classroom. During the program, 
students created schedules, learned about online academic supports (Khan Academy and Albert 
iO), annotation, and note taking. The students who attended felt that these are not skills on which 
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most of their AP teachers focus on, so practicing those skills ahead of the school year was 
beneficial because they felt better prepared as to how to approach the content.  
 Although the Black and Latinx students in the focus groups felt mostly successful, they 
either specifically or subtly identified areas of growth for the school leaders to consider. Clearly, 
not all of the systemic improvements the district and high schools made were perceived as 
barriers by the students in the focus groups, but at the very least, they were identified as systemic 
obstacles. The following section elaborates on the barriers and obstacles Black and Latinx 
students face. 
 Barriers and obstacles. The previous section highlighted that for students in the focus 
groups, systemic changes like race-conscious recruitment through personal relationships with 
staff, enrolling traditionally underrepresented student populations in rigorous coursework, and an 
emphasis on skills that teach students how to “do school” contribute to some feelings of success 
in AP. The students, however, indicated that not all efforts on the part of school leaders and staff 
members are successful or even supportive, for that matter. The following subsections will show 
that there are misconceptions between the school leaders’ views of family supports and the 
reality, that inconsistencies in teacher practices and growth mindsets are challenges for students, 
and that there are racialized aspects both in and outside of the classroom that are affecting 
students’ feelings of self-worth within the school community.  
 Parental access: Misconceptions and misfires. The previous chapter discussed the role 
of addressing the information gap for parents of Black and Latinx AP students. School leaders 
and teachers both spoke about “a disconnect” for parents of Black and Latinx students with 
regard to AP enrollment. Students in the focus groups, however, clarified some of those 
misconceptions with regard to parental expectations. Specifically, most of the students noted 
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that, whether or not they knew about AP coursework ahead of time, they explained that their 
decision to enroll in the coursework was made in conjunction with family members, that most 
family members they named—parents, siblings, extended family—were not only familiar with 
what AP was but encouraged the students to take the more rigorous coursework. Even when 
family members were less familiar with AP coursework, one student noted that her family 
members  
were talking to me about how, when you go into high school, you might be challenged, 
and they’d say “I think you should take the opportunity because it might help you out 
later in life” and so that’s how I got here. 
 
 The familial support, however, did not seem to be supported in the turnout for AP Parent 
Night. Students offered several reasons. First, over half of the Latinx students in the focus group 
noted that Spanish was the primary language at home. Although some of the written 
communication from the school is in Spanish, students admitted that most of it is not. Plus, 
although some of the information about AP went home in Spanish, the information session is not 
offered in Spanish. Students said this was discouraging because the burden of translation falls on 
them. One student explained,  
if we were just English based, the school would do a pretty decent job [of 
communicating], because I get mail on AP frequently. And I feel like if people did read 
those, they would be aware of what’s going on. . . . I feel that if you just speak mainly 
Spanish in your house, those things are really not translated. So it’s harder for them to be 
aware and they rely mostly on the kids to know it, and then like I feel like it’s harder just 
for me to like translate everything and then make sure that they get the gist. 
 
 For other students, though, it was as much about the language as it was about the timing. 
Students noted that their parents would like to attend information sessions, but the timing proved 
to be prohibitive and the intention was unclear. Many of their parents have jobs, and sessions are 
offered over different nights, but at the same times—times when parents are at work. Language 
barriers aside, most students who attended with parents did not feel that the content of the 
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information was worth the time. One student explained, “if you got our parents leaving work to 
come here, and then are you going to tell them about our class, I can tell my mom about my class 
at home when she gets off work.” 
 The feelings of disconnect and frustration speak to, perhaps, a systemic disconnect 
between school leaders, their beliefs about what is good for students and parents, and what is 
actually beneficial for students and parents. Along with the students’ sentiments about timing 
and content, students indicated that no one at the school has asked them about what would make 
the event more worthwhile for them and their parents. The student did, however, have some 
recommendations for district and school leaders. They highlighted the lack of translation—both 
in writing and in person—as a barrier for non-English speaking parents. Another area students 
brought up, was the lack of effort in creating relationships with parents. Most of the students felt 
that school personnel are quick with delivering information, but less effective (to most students, 
ineffective) in really building relationships that focus on student success. When asked to explain, 
one student noted that teachers put time into communicating with parents only when it “benefits 
the teacher,” that teachers will call to report failures, but they do not make a point of talking 
about available supports for students.  
 For the most part, many of the systemic issues identified by students, whether related to 
parents or not, were tethered to relationships—peer, access to social capital, within the content 
and classroom. The following sections will continue the findings on the student perceptions of 
barriers and focus on various systemic, relationship-oriented needs.  
 In-class experiences: “We are outnumbered.” The previous section addressed what 
difficulties, according to students, parents have with regard to communication about AP and 
from teachers. The following subsections, however, focus on the experiences of the students in 
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the classroom and within the curriculum. The findings from the focus group revealed that, in 
many circumstances, students feel isolated while in the classroom and intimidated by the content. 
Specifically, according to the students, navigating the social atmosphere in the classroom—both 
with teachers and peers—is a racial, social-emotional obstacle they must navigate, more or less, 
on their own.  
 Teacher mindsets and expectations. Earlier in the chapter, the students in the focus group 
explained their understanding of what growth mindset was and that they understood that it was a 
combination of both beliefs and action. On their part, the students trusted adults, took on the 
challenge of AP coursework, attended summer sessions that provided foundations for skills that 
would allow them to be successful in AP courses, and accessed the resources available to them. 
The expectations the students had for teachers who conceivably practiced a growth mindset 
included not just a communicated belief in the students, but also modeling instruction and best 
practices for students, giving students opportunities to practice and try again. According to 
students, although their experiences in AP courses were better overall, some teachers did not 
practice teaching in ways that helped students understand. One student noted,  
it’s a lot more difficult for me because [the teacher] gives us notes, but she doesn’t really 
explain it . . . now I have to figure out a way to understand it on my own because I know 
that she’s not going to give me that help. 
 
Most students felt similar experiences in both AP and non-AP coursework.  
 In addition to the lack of content-specific skill-building, students felt that, in some cases, 
teachers communicated a rather low belief in their abilities. When thinking about her experiences 
in AP, one of the students said, “I don’t think she understands how much of an influence she had 
on the way I thought about myself.” In this case, she was describing an AP teacher who, on the 
first day of class, let the students know that they should expect lower grades than in previous 
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years. Practices like these, coupled with the lack of modeling and room for failure, made many 
of the students in the focus group feel as though they were not capable of succeeding in the class. 
During this portion of the discussion, many of the students noted that it was because of these 
teacher mindsets and practices that they sought out the possibility of withdrawing from some of 
the courses. They remained in the AP classes, however, because of strong relationships with 
counselors, other teachers, and the peer networks they created.  
 It should be noted that there are teachers, AP and not, who do work with students, teach 
skills, offer flexible grading, and build relationships as described in the last chapter. Those 
practices, however, do occur throughout the school, but rather, in pockets. The students in the 
focus groups felt that their experiences in AP are better than in non-AP classes, but that their 
overall there experience has been that most teacher do not demonstrate a growth mindset.  
 Lack of peer presence in the classroom. A common theme within the school system was a 
feeling of isolation for Black and Latinx students in the classroom. The students who are in the 
extended time AP courses are often grouped together. School administrators explained that many 
of the students identified by EOS opt for the extra support of time. Because, at Highland, most of 
the students identified by EOS are Black and Latinx, these courses are mostly made up of 
students who are Black or Latinx. When asked how they felt about this structure, the students 
enrolled in the classes with extended time were content for a couple of reasons. First, all of them 
said these courses (Environmental Science and English Language) were the ones in which they 
would have enrolled. Plus, they identified and empathized with the challenges that their peers 
had in classes that were mostly White.  
 Of the two focus groups, roughly half of the students are enrolled in extended time AP 
courses with larger percentages of Black and Latinx students. They like the setup because it has 
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allowed them to form peer cadres for study groups, preparation, and social-emotional support. In 
addition, they felt as though they had a voice in the classroom in that, in being the largest 
population in the room, the teachers would take time to listen to their concerns, reteach when 
necessary, and add time for skill building.   
Black and Latinx students who were enrolled in classes with mostly White or Asian peers 
did not have the same experiences. In these cases, students felt that White peers would 
marginalize them because “we are outnumbered.” In transitioning into more rigorous 
coursework, one student explained,  
It’s really hard because I went into the class not knowing anybody because I am usually 
in classes with other people. Not to be racist, but it’s like full of white people and I have 
to be with my lab partner, and they kind of like look at me like I am an outsider of the 
class. 
 
Within that discussion, one student explained that as the only Latinx in her class, “I feel like I am 
holding my breath the whole time because I feel like it’s just me by myself, and like after school 
I have to study by myself because nobody helps me.” Students in the focus group felt that a 
contributing factor was that most of the students in AP courses had followed the same track of 
honors courses, but for the most part, Black and Latinx students were placed in AP, bypassing 
honors level work. Which, compared to their White and Asian peers, left Black and Latinx 
students feeling ill prepared and behind.  
All but one of the students in both focus groups have had similar experiences while in 
high school and felt that Black and Latinx students’ educational experiences in AP were different 
from White and Asian peers. For these students, this feeling of exclusion is not only related to 
their experiences with students, but also teachers. One student stated that teachers are more 
interested in “helping the regular [White] kids” more. Others elaborated, noting that in their 
experiences—even in AP classrooms—teachers were more likely to overlook Black and Latinx 
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students and call on White students to answer questions. But they were more likely to discipline 
Black and Latinx students than White students.  
Even when students considered curriculum, especially in history classes, they felt 
marginalized. On one hand, a student explained that as the only Black student in the class, “when 
we talked about slavery or racism, everybody’s just looking at me, like, ‘how do you feel about 
that?’” After that, one of her peers felt that with such low numbers of Black and Latinx students 
in a class, teachers, as well as White peers are hesitant to talk about contemporary racial issues. 
She explained, that they watched the news every day in one of her AP courses,  
we would always have a group discussion about [the news]. It would be weird because 
we couldn’t talk about the actual topics that hit on race . . . it would just be weird looking 
around the room and nobody could even talk about it. 
 
To the students, the problem was not that Black or Latinx students in the class, but that, as one 
student put it, “I know there is [sic] kids who look like me, and they are all my friends who can’t 
be in an AP class.”  
Systemically speaking, students are recognizing that, even with more race-conscious 
selection, there are some students who are excluded. Additionally, race-conscious selection 
increases the diversity in AP course enrollments, but it is not necessarily addressing the changes 
needed with regard to content and curriculum. Further, race-conscious selection does not 
automatically develop racial consciousness on the parts of teachers or White peers. Students 
acknowledged that, even outside of the classroom, there are power structures in play that 
negatively affect their academic high school experiences.  
 Obstacles outside of the classroom: “Open your eyes.” The previous section touched on 
the fact that, overall, students in the focus groups had educational experiences that were different 
than those of their White and Asian peers. Specifically, they said they felt both teachers and 
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Non-Black or Latinx students treated them differently or overlooked them entirely within the 
context of classroom discussions, expectations, and forming relationships. Through that 
discussion, the students highlighted two more systemic obstacles in the way of their academic 
success: the lack of in-school supports and the need to have sustained contact with peers and 
adults who hear their concerns. The following two sub-sections will explain the problems 
students face.  
Lack of in-school academic supports. The previous section touched on the fact that 
students in the courses with extended time have the opportunity for more frequent interaction 
with fellow Black and Latinx peers in AP classes, and because they are in the same course, they 
take advantage of creating peer groups for studying. However, Black and Latinx students who 
were not in extended time classes did not have the same opportunities. One student, a veteran AP 
student, lamented the lack of a mentoring program for first-year AP students and noted that the 
guidance and opportunities to connect with another peers who took the same class would have 
been helpful. Another student simply said, “I feel like it would be helpful if we have someone 
just to check in with us one on one to see how we are doing and how we feel.” This is something 
that happens regularly in the classes designated for extended time, but it occurs less so in the 
other AP courses.  
In addition to personal connections, students noted that, aside from teachers, there is a 
place in school where students can go for help: the AP REACH Center. Students felt places like 
that were helpful, “if you have AP lunch” (scheduled during extended time classes), but unless 
students could get there during lunch, they had difficulties getting the help because, “we have 
jobs and other obligations outside of school.” In addition, students noted that even when they 
could get to the center, “but a bunch of kids go there and it’s only like one teacher in there 
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helping everybody so you basically don’t get that much help.” Because of the challenges related 
to accessing the in school supports, many of the students indicated they relied on their families at 
home. One student said that she’s become hesitant and frustrated with the help in school,  
So it got to a point where I literally just stay on weekends with my mom. We’d watch 
YouTube videos on how to solve the problem . . . or how to do this or how to do that, and 
spend hours and hours just on one subject trying to figure it out. 
 
Students explained that they were glad to have the support at home, but it could be equally 
frustrating learning alongside their parents.  
Lack of social-emotional supports. During the focus groups, the topic of race and the 
educational experiences beyond the AP classroom was discussed. Although not always and 
specifically related to race, most of the students expressed frustration and need in two areas: a 
trusted adult who would check in on their emotional well-being and school leaders and teachers 
who overtly addressed racial inequities.  
When it came to talking about their experiences with race and racism in this high school 
setting, they felt that there were no formalized outlets to be heard. When asked about student 
organizations like the Black Student Union (BSU) or Latino Student Union (LSU), a student 
explained that in the BSU, “we just talked about the history of Blacks and like what we invented 
and how we helped the world.” The majority of the students felt that they could go to teachers 
and counselors for academic advice, but for issues of race, the majority of Black students in the 
groups would talk to Gene, one of the security guards who is Black. For students, Gene is a 
helpful sounding board, but students would like school leaders to acknowledge, address, and talk 
about the larger racial inequities, “Because I feel like it’s hard being in a class by yourself, being 
the only Black, Hispanic, Latino, being the only one in a class full of regular people.”  
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Students went further with the failure of teachers and school staff in addressing race. In 
one example, a student noted that peers would make overtly racist comments to her in class, 
calling her, “the angry Black girl” every time she spoke passionately about a topic: “I heard it 
and the teacher heard it and I knew he isn’t going to say anything, I am not going to say 
nothing.” Other examples included instances in the hallway, on the field and courts, on the 
busses. In all of those cases, students said they felt helpless because, in spite of sharing concerns, 
“nothing ever gets done.” They did not feel they had anyone at school listening to them. One 
student urged school leaders to “Open your eyes because the way you all see your way of how 
things are going. But in kid’s version, it’s completely different.” Because of the advocacy gap 
they feel at school, students also noted they have additional support at home in outspoken 
parental advocates who would sometimes urge staff members to address the students’ needs. For 
example, one student explained a situation where she felt she was not being heard in class, that 
she felt like she was “being judged” by the teacher and felt marginalized, and her mother called 
the teacher to talk but “went off on the teacher,” when the teacher tried to shift the blame to the 
student.  
Given that context of not being seen and not being heard, it is important to note one other 
finding with regard to how students handle the school-based racism and systemic inequities: they 
placed the burden on themselves. A repeated sentiment through both groups is that students felt 
the responsibility of communication was on their shoulders. One student clarified her experience 
as the only Latinx in class by saying,  
you are just always feeling left out . . . I guess that’s partially our own fault, but at the 
same time, it feels weird just trying to like put yourself in a group with other people, that 
you are trying to understand them now. 
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When it came to issues of uneasiness, race, and receiving support, the phrase “I should have” 
was more often used than any other.  
In this section, there appeared to be a culture of owning the burden of the blame. Whether 
Black and Latinx students were discussing how they felt in school, were treated by teachers, or 
interacted with White peers, when things failed, they blamed themselves or felt as though they 
did not have adequate support in school to even shift, let alone move, the weight of 
marginalization. This section highlighted the fact that physical access to more rigorous courses is 
not enough for the students in this focus group because, whether in or outside an AP classroom, 
they are often working in isolation.   
Summary: Inconsistency in Equity 
 This chapter examined the perspectives of Black and Latinx students who are in either 
their first or second year of taking Advanced Placement courses. The students who participated 
in the focus group confirmed the findings in the initial survey: they recognize the value of AP 
courses and have aspirations for postsecondary education. In terms of strengths on the parts of 
school systems, students indicated they were glad to have been approached because, in spite of 
their desire to take AP coursework, they lacked belief in themselves and their abilities. 
Conversations with trusted adults pushed the students to take a chance.  
 Once enrolled in the courses, students felt the difference in rigor and appreciated the 
difference between high expectations and rigor at the AP level, compared to lower expectations 
and more rudimentary work in non-AP courses. They acknowledged, though, that not all teachers 
were as effective in instructional delivery as others, and once enrolled in AP courses, Black and 
Latinx students were challenged by the lack of diversity. Black and Latinx students felt as though 
the school lacked systems of support for them both in and outside of the classroom. In terms of 
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systemic changes, some of the systems needed seem to be logistically possible (e.g., the 
implementation of the mentor program), and those are logistics that go beyond technical fixes 
because they would build relationship-oriented support the students are seeking.   
The bigger issues, however, are those that showed students felt either invisible or targeted 
when the topic of race came up in the classroom. Even outside of the classroom, students 
admitted they trusted the adults in school when it came to academics, but they were hard pressed 
to identify a teacher or school leader who checked-in on their emotional well-being in the AP 
classroom.  
 Lastly, the findings show the students are resilient in that they find ways to support one 
another, but they also recognize some of the larger systemic—both academic and non-
academic—issues that pose as challenges for their daily lives within the school. The school 
leaders and staff seem to be making strides in terms of access to the courses, but the needs 
related to content and social-emotional supports still weigh heavy. The last chapter of this case 
study will conclude the research by answering the research questions within the context of the 
findings.  
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Chapter 7 
Discussion and Conclusion 
In the previous three chapters, I contextualized the Fairdale District setting as well as the 
academic settings of two of the high schools within the district. In doing so, I described some of 
the work of the district and school leaders with regard to ensuring equitable access to rigorous, 
Advanced Placement curriculum. Additionally, I focused on some of the adult and student 
perceptions about academic equity and supports for Black and Latinx AP students. The findings 
in both the adult interviews and student focus groups showed that, although district and school 
leaders have implemented some changes related to racially equitable access to the coursework, 
there are still limitations and barriers both within and outside of the AP curriculum.  
In this chapter, after I reintroduce the problem, purpose, and conceptual framework, I will 
synthesize and discuss the findings of this embedded case study that examined what racial 
inequities exist that prevent retention and success for Black and Latinx students at both 
Highlands and Crescent Hill High Schools. When doing so, I will focus on barriers that came 
through in the interviews and focus groups. Additionally, I will discuss the findings related to the 
role school and district leaders play in addressing the systemic racial inequities that exist within 
the academic culture of the school. I will discuss the findings and discussion of themes within 
each research question as they relate to the tenets of the Systemic Racial Equity Framework. 
Lastly, I will critique the framework and offer concluding remarks.   
Problem and Purpose 
In brief, the problem identified in this chapter is two-fold. First, although school and 
school district leaders are making efforts to increase the enrollment of AP classes to better reflect 
the diversity of their schools and expand academic opportunities to Black and Latinx students, 
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there are still disparities between racial demographic groups of students in terms of both overall 
enrollment and success in the classes and on AP tests (College Board, 2016a). These differences 
in enrollment and achievement call into question the degree to which the leaders of districts and 
schools have implemented systemic changes to address and support the changing demographics 
in order to improve outcomes for traditionally underrepresented students in AP classes. 
Consequently, the purpose of this study was to examine the responsiveness of high school 
leaders in creating learning environments that allow for equitable access to enrollment and 
success for Black and Latinx students in AP classes. In addition to the examination of the role of 
leaders, the research aims to include perceptions of other stakeholders (e.g., students, teachers, 
counselors) as to how effective school and district equity-focused initiatives are.  
Conceptual Framework  
 The central focus of my research involved examining not only the role school leaders 
play in creating structural systems in schools that either promote or inhibit success in academic 
lives of Black and Latinx students, but also assess the perceptions of students, school leaders, 
and school personnel (e.g., teachers and counselors) with regard to the efficacy of 
implementation of school-wide changes of systems to address racial inequities. Given this focus 
and the themes that emerged through the literature, I developed the Systemic Racial Equity 
Framework  which acknowledges the following: race-conscious decision-making exposes and 
removes barriers for Black and Latinx students that colorblind decision-making does not; 
equitable access to rigorous curriculum means not favoring any one, dominant culture; student 
access to rigorous coursework is dependent on mindsets focused on changing inequitable 
practices; and antiracist school leaders educate themselves and their staff by identifying racially 
biased, systemic inequities within the school system.  
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Research Questions: Discussion  
In order to better understand issues of access and equity for AP courses within a high 
school setting, this study addressed the following research questions: 
1. What racial inequities exist within the district and schools that prevent retention and 
success for Black and Latinx student populations in AP courses? 
2. How do the school leaders effectively address racial inequities that exist within the 
academic culture of the high school environment? 
Sub-question: How do Black and Latinx students perceive the ways in which racial 
inequities are addressed within the academic culture of the high school environment? 
 
The aim of this research was to gather insights with regard to racial equity in the Fairdale 
District. In the sections that follow, I will first answer each of the questions and follow with 
themes that emerged from the data. In this comparative case study, the findings and discussion 
will highlight similarities and differences in approaches and results at each school in order to 
explain how students at the Highland and Crescent Hill high schools are affected by the school 
leaders’ decisions when concerning academic access and equity.  
Research question 1. In order to answer this question, I needed to consider the inputs of 
secondary survey data, semi-structured interviews with adults, focus groups with Black and 
Latinx who are currently or have previously taken AP courses at one of the schools. In doing so, 
it became clear that, although the school and district leaders are working toward all students 
having access to rigorous, AP curriculum, there are still many areas that prove to be barriers for 
Black and Latinx in the Fairdale District. More specifically, although district and school leaders 
are approaching racial consciousness in the decision-making process, there are still a great many 
colorblind decisions that overlook the needs of individual demographic groups and, ultimately, 
show deference to a dominant, White culture (Brooks, Arnold, & Brooks, 2013; Delpit, 1995; 
Welton, 2013). In the Fairdale District, inequities for Black and Latinx students either have 
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included or currently include no neighborhood high school and as a result traveling a distance to 
attend school; higher enrollments in low, “basic” tracks than their White and Asian peers, less 
access to social capital in the form of adults in the school community who offer empathy to the 
students and help them navigate systems. Lastly, the findings from the student focus groups 
indicated Black and Latinx students also face a degradation of their own cultural capital in the 
world of Advanced Placement.  
A history of systemic racism. Recognizing the injustices of the past is an important step 
in that it brings to light the fact that, when drawing educational boundaries, the stakeholders 
whose voices carry the greatest weight are disproportionately wealthy and white (Richards, 
2015; Seigel-Hawley, 2013). In the case of Fairdale, there is currently no more talk of building 
new high schools or redrawing district lines, but the superintendent made clear that he and the 
district leadership understood the boundaries within the district to be a clear example of “White 
privilege and politics.” This is important to keep in mind because some researchers have 
suggested the boundary lines within school districts not only show deference to the wealthier, 
White communities, but also disproportionally and negatively affect Black and Latinx 
community members (e.g., Fern Valley community members) by way of disenfranchisement 
from their communities and disconnection to the communities in which they attend school 
(Richards, 2015).  In placing the last school, Crescent Hill, in an isolated White community, 
district officials and stakeholders effectively insulated this community from diversification and 
forced residents of Fern Valley, whose residents are mostly Black and Latinx to attend three 
different high schools. The structure of the district boundaries forced Black and Latinx students 
in Fern Valley to also attend high schools in communities where they were largely 
underrepresented. This is problematic because, as will be discussed in a later section, the Black 
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and Latinx students at Highland High felt as though they were not only underrepresented in their 
school community at large, but also in the classroom and curriculum. Castagno (2014) cited 
cultural difference theory to explain how students are more likely to do well in school when the 
home culture matches the dominant culture within a school setting. Thus, Black and Latinx 
students’ lack of connection and representation could potentially influence their academic 
performance in school. 
In addition to creating the challenge of disenfranchisement for Black and Latinx students, 
the boundary lines and inequitable establishment of neighborhood schools among the district 
point to an additional, systemic issue that focuses on the power of the stakeholders. Specifically,    
the district-based stakeholders (the superintendent, school principals, school board) who have the 
power to correct the educational injustices committed against the Fern Valley community remain 
complacent, and thus complicit, in perpetuating systemic racism. That is, in lieu creating public 
forums where they address and discuss the systemic racism that exists within the community at 
large, they have chosen to wait for the anger of the communities that are affected to subside and 
implement technical fixes within the curriculum. Ignoring the much needed conversation about 
racism within the structure of the community only perpetuates the preservation of privilege for 
the White communities while further cementing the systemic inequities for Black and Latinx 
communities (Oakes & Rogers, 2006). If it is in the interest of equity, strong school leaders 
would and should not cease challenging the existing racist systems and would advocate for 
systemic change—even at the cost of capital in the form of personal reputation or loss of 
popularity amongst the taxpayers—because, as leaders, it is their responsibility to engage with 
and educate with the community as a form of advocacy for minoritized student populations 
(Theoharis, 2009). 
 154 
Social capital—access to resources. There is an abundance of research that demonstrates 
how when school leaders try to level the playing field by implementing systems and new 
initiatives intended create supports and academic opportunities for all students, still in the end 
the opportunity gaps that Black and Latinx students are never resolved because school leaders 
and personnel do not take into account additional, context-specific obstacles these students face 
(Green & Dantley, 2010; Welton, 2013). The Fairdale District is no exception, as the district and 
school leaders used colorblind processes when implementing systematic supports (e.g., creating a 
resource center and parental outreach). In this district, the access to the support is impeded by 
several structural obstacles like colorblind decision-making and inequitable distribution of and 
access to resources, both of which could be dismantled with ongoing discussion and action 
regarding systemic racial inequities and race conscious foresight on the parts of the leaders at 
school and district levels (Castagno, 2014; Green & Dantley, 2010; Milner, 2012; Welton, 2013). 
Second, Black and Latinx students in the focus groups expressed concerns over being accepted 
in spaces by peers who are less than welcoming, and positive peer relationships are important to 
students’ academic success (Carter, 2005; Delpit, 1995; Stanton-Salazar, 2011). This is not to 
say that the Black and Latinx students who are enrolled in AP courses lack social capital entirely, 
but they do not have the same ease of access as their White and Asian counterparts. When it 
comes to peers, for example, the students find allies in one another. During the focus group, 
students indicated that they create networks with other Black and Latinx students in their AP 
courses because they share similar backgrounds, struggles, concerns about the coursework. In 
this case, the students who are in the EOS AP section with extended time feel as though they 
have the advantage of social capital in the way of peer-based networks.  
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Social capital, however, goes beyond building peer networks and involves having access 
to adults who can help students navigate the educational system (Coleman, 1990; Conchas, 2006; 
Wing, 2006). When it comes to adult advocacy, both students and some counselors felt that 
Black and Latinx students were at a disadvantage. There is evidence that students are receiving 
support and guidance, but it appears to be happening in pockets and dependent, in some cases, on 
the luck of placement with a teacher who is caring and empathetic when it comes to 
understanding the needs of all students. Black and Latinx students reported invisibility in the 
classroom. More specifically, they felt as though their thoughts about coursework were neither 
heard by teachers nor students and that there were few attempts by students or teachers to 
connect with them.  
 Lastly, in terms of social capital, the students at Highlands High lamented that they 
either have no or limited access to adults in the building who look like them or check in on them. 
The students further noted that “it would be helpful if we have someone just to check in with us 
one on one to see how we are doing and how we feel,” the students indicated that they are at a 
loss when it comes to people who guide them through a process with a degree of cultural 
empathy. At Crescent Hill, however, two of the more instrumental players with regard to both 
AP and college access are the head guidance counselor and the dean of students, who are Latina 
and Black, respectively. Both of these individuals have access points to the students well beyond 
the context of AP and into cultural clubs and formalized check-ins, and as leaders the unique 
cultural connections that they have with students allows them to assess the unique needs of 
students and make changes, as needed (Brooks et al., 2014). Further, the connection to 
individuals within the school, especially if those individuals can relate to common cultural and 
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social experiences, has an influence on students’ academic performance (Castagno, 2014; 
Richards, 2014).  
Degradation of cultural assets: Access is more than admission. The concepts of 
invisibility and degradation of assets surfaced most during the focus group conversation with the 
students. Students, especially those in classes where the majority of the students were White or 
Asian, expressed a sense of otherness in referring to those students who were not Black or Latinx 
as “the regular kids.” This type of social coding among the Black and Latinx students is 
indicative not only of the fact that they do not see themselves as part of the White peer group, but 
also that somehow their existence within that space is extraordinary (Castagno, 2014; Theoharis, 
2009). This sentiment was further expressed by students in the focus group when they explained 
that they often felt ignored by peers and teachers, that their thoughts were discounted, and that 
they felt targeted and tokened for certain topics (e.g., slavery) or glossed over when they wanted 
to talk about topics that mattered to them (e.g., modern-day racism).  
The lack of access or evidence of cultural consideration went beyond the classroom and 
focused on the home when students acknowledged the language-based information gap. School 
and district leaders lamented the low turnout of Black and Latinx parents at AP Parent Night. 
They underscored deficits like language, lack of knowledge, and other priorities as the reasons, 
but perhaps there may have been an opportunity for school leaders to rethink how and where 
they develop relationships with families—e.g., going into the community instead of having 
community members come to school (Theoharis, 2009). The potential success is punctuated by 
the fact that the students were quick to point out that the communication was not consistently 
delivered in a bilingual format—either live or in print (as evidenced by the school issued AP 
information packets available in the office). Additionally, students at Highland High indicated 
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that the timing and distance, especially for an information session for parents, was both cost and 
time prohibitive for parents. Their parents cared and were invested, but they were limited by the 
rigidity within the delivery model chosen by the school leaders.  
Coded language. In brief, coded language is the safe, non-politicized vocabulary that 
individuals use to classify groups (Castagno, 2014). The use of coded language is problematic in 
that, although it comes across as well-meaning and culturally benign, the connotations of coded 
words are usually “deficit-oriented” and reflect racial bias (Welton, 2013, p. 9). In the case of the 
Fairdale District, I noticed frequent use of words like, “underrepresented,” “EOS kids” and “the 
kids from Fern Valley.” In all three of those cases, and especially at Highland High, the students 
assigned to each of those labels are disproportionately Black and Latinx. At its heart, 
“underrepresented” is accurate in that there is a history of underrepresented students not being 
enrolled in AP coursework. In the case of the Fairdale District, the assistant superintendent 
explained, “underrepresented” represents Black, Latinx of all income levels who “have assets” 
but have traditionally been underrepresented in AP coursework.  
The leaders at both district and school levels indicated that they talk about issues of race 
with one another, but they are hesitant to raise the issue with school staff because “some of our 
teachers don’t feel as comfortable talking about Black or Hispanic kids. They are just like, ‘I 
want to get all kids they have doing AP.’. . . some teachers use the racial terms; some people 
don’t.” In addition, the leaders contend that using “underrepresented” is more accurate because it 
is more encompassing of the student body. The problem, however, with this type of coded 
language is that it fails to separate the subgroups within that term and address the unique 
considerations for each of those groups—especially when considering existing racial inequities 
(Brooks, et al., 2013; Castagno, 2014; Welton, 2013).  
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In addition to the label of “underrepresented,” the labels of “EOS” and “the Fern Valley 
kids” have taken on meanings of their own. Given the demographics of both the Fern Valley 
community and the students identified by EOS, the labels become racially coded. Interestingly, 
students in the focus group indicated they had no knowledge of what Equal Opportunity Schools 
or EOS were. To teachers and school leaders, however, “EOS kids” and “Fern Valley kids” were 
frequently used by adult participants within the interviews. Initially, those labels read as 
innocuous ways of discussing students who were identified by the program. However, several of 
the interviews revealed that teachers and school leaders often spoke about “EOS kids” within the 
context of discussing deficits like lack of preparedness, having poor support from families, and 
having low skill sets. In doing so, the teachers and leaders risk pushing a culture that favors the 
dominant White culture by degrading less dominant, Black and Latinx student populations.  
De-facto tracking and segregation. Although the Fairdale District leadership removed 
formalized tracking long ago, the implementation of the EOS program at Highland has led to the 
creation of some AP courses that are given extended time for learning. On one hand, this support 
reads as an approach to addressing some of the systemic inequities with regard to teaching 
students how to “do school.” That is, in some of the classes with extended time, AP students are 
taught skills in areas such as organization, literacy, and note taking to which they may not have 
had previous exposure. Disproportionately, however, the enrollments for these courses are Black 
and Latinx students enrolled in the EOS program.  
The problem with creating an EOS track of AP is two-fold. First, there is the separation 
of Black and Latinx students from White and Asian peers. Through that separation, although the 
intentions on the parts of school leaders is meant to be positive, they have essentially re-
segregated and re-tracked the school, in some cases, leaving Black and Latinx students at a 
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disadvantage with teachers who have lower expectations (Milner, 2012; Kyburg et al., 2007; 
Welton, 2013). For example, data in the teacher interviews revealed a culture of lowered 
expectations for students enrolled in the EOS AP courses. While this was not a universal 
communication, there were teachers who referred to “real AP courses” when comparing the non-
EOS sections of AP to the EOS, extended time sections. In all cases, the teachers communicated 
that they did not expect as much from students enrolled in this course because they have less in 
the way of additional supports and preparation.  
Interestingly, the Black and Latinx students were enrolled in the extended time AP 
courses did not consider themselves segregated, but instead appreciated the increased enrollment 
of traditionally underrepresented students. One student explained that where their peers feel 
alone, she enjoys being in a course with more of her friends because, “it makes it easier to have 
more connections . . . if you are stuck on something, you can just message them and ask them for 
help . . . we are close friends.”  Sentiments like these were in direct contrast to the experiences 
most of the Black and Latinx students who found themselves outnumbered, and feeling “alone” 
or “by myself” when enrolled in non-EOS tracked AP courses. The key differences between the 
two groups were that, in the case of students in the EOS class, they felt they had a network 
within the classroom, that they could find or create supports for themselves, and that they had 
strength in numbers. In other words, they created social capital among one another to “enable the 
attainment of goals that [could] not be attained individually” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 27).   
Research question 2. The previous section addressed some of the racial inequities that 
still exist within the Fairdale District and two of the high schools within the district. Although it 
is clear that the school and district leaders have implemented some structures to grant access, 
identify and remove systemic, racial barriers for Black and Latinx to AP courses, there are still 
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many instances where leaders have created technical fixes to issues that are in fact systemic. That 
is, the selection criteria that school and district leaders adopted to intentionally allow for an 
increase in Black and Latinx students’ physical access to AP classrooms while in some ways is 
race conscious, it is a technical fix that still does not address other systemic inequities.  
For instance, what school leaders have not considered that, in the context of equity, is that 
the concept of “access” may be somewhat shallow. Specifically, when it comes to access, the 
school and district leaders are thinking about how to get Black and Latinx students enrolled in 
AP coursework, but they are not broadening the concept of access by fully addressing, or in 
some cases even considering, the multitude of barriers that exist within the constructs of 
curriculum: teaching style, social-emotional connections to other peers in the classroom (Brooks, 
2011; Brooks et al. 2013; Douglass-Horsford, 2011; Hallett & Venegas, 2011; Welton, 2013). 
This became evident through the student focus groups when students reported sometimes feeling 
excluded in the material, overlooked by the teacher, or ignored by peers. The oversight of other 
access-related, racial issues became also became apparent in the disconnect between why school 
and district leaders believed Black and Latinx parents were not coming to information sessions, 
and what students reported about the need for increased communication and offering 
opportunities that were more considerate of their parents’ schedules.  
For the school and district leaders, the issue of access has a great deal to do with mindsets 
of the stakeholders involved in the process—in this case, students, teachers, and leaders all spoke 
to the concept of needing “growth mindset.” Given the frequency of occurrences the issue of 
“mindset” came up in either interviews or focus groups (at least once per contact), it is clear that 
common language has been established within the context of building belief in self and others. 
This is important because when it comes to both granting access and student achievement, deficit 
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mindsets on the parts of staff members are detrimental to student performance. The problem, 
however, is that it seems that many of the school personnel are stuck in the trap of “false growth 
mindset” (Dweck, 2016). This is evidenced in both the accounts of student focus group 
participants and the school leaders noting that there is no systemic initiative to change teaching 
practices to better address the needs of all students. Dweck acknowledged false growth mindset 
occurs in schools when teachers focus mostly or solely on the rhetoric that tells students, “with 
enough perseverance and determination, you can do anything.” For the purposes of this research, 
that one-size-fits-all language is colorblind in that it does not acknowledge that there are a great 
many factors—like systemic racism—that are out of students’ control and pose as barriers 
(Castagno, 2014; Horsford, 2011; Modica, 2014). In the context of schools, actual growth 
mindset goes beyond rhetoric and is inclusive of teachers and leaders taking stock of what 
barriers exist for students, removing those barriers, teaching students how to navigate the 
systems that work against them, and changing classroom and system practices that create 
conditions for growth (Dweck, 2016).   
Having acknowledged the limitations on the school and district leaders’ narrow 
perceptions of what “access” and “mindset” mean in the context of rigorous coursework and 
building capacity, it is important to note that the schools and district are implementing some 
changes that have addressed systemic racial inequities. In the case of the Fairview District, there 
are two systemic changes that, although there is room to improve, have had a positive effect on 
dismantling systemic racial inequities that exist for Black and Latinx students at the Highland 
and Crescent Hills high schools. The following subsections will discuss the removal of tracking, 
access to rigorous curriculum, and race-conscious decision-making in AP student recruitment.  
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Removal of tracking. The removal of tracking—or at least “basic” classes—from the 
course options within the entire district was not a focus of this research; however, it did set the 
stage for both removing systemic barriers and opening up academic opportunities for Black and 
Latinx students for a few reasons. First like Black and Latinx students in many other districts, 
those in the Fairdale district were disproportionately placed in remedial classes where 
coursework is less rigorous and more skill-driven. The problem with that is that, although the 
inclusion of such coursework is intended to support struggling students, the rudimentary 
instruction leaves students ill-prepared for the rigors of coursework beyond the basics (Conchas, 
2006; Conley, 2010; Judson & Hobson, 2015; Skrla et al., 2009). Further, the skill-focused 
approach of basic coursework does not adequately close the achievement gap or prepare students 
for college; in fact, the longer students stay in remediated coursework, the wider the gap grows 
(Brooks, 2012; Carter, 2005).  
It is worth noting, however, that although the district has moved away from formalized 
tracking, there are still tracks within the course programs. Evidence of this is both in the 
extended time, “EOS sections” of AP coursework, and in the students’ noting a lack of access to 
the honors coursework before making the jump to AP. As stated in an earlier section, the 
extended time is viewed as additional support, but the “support” is teacher dependent, not a 
systematic implementation. Individualized, school-based or classroom-based fixes to systemic, 
racial issues is problematic in that they are “a key mechanism for abrogating accountability for 
equity within the district” (Castagno, 2014, p. 31). In this case, both district and school leaders 
pointed to the need to not be too heavy handed and give teachers the autonomy to experiment, 
but perhaps additional guidance would support a collective sense of responsibility among the 
leaders and teachers.  
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Moving toward racial consciousness and access to rigorous curriculum. There are 
systems within the Fairdale District that are still driven by colorblind decision-making (e.g., 
access to resources, delivery of some curriculum, parental access to information). Within the 
context of this study, it seems that the district-wide partnership with Equal Opportunity Schools 
has resulted in a more race-conscious approach to identifying students for enrollment of rigorous 
AP coursework. This is significant because school systems-base decisions rooted in racial 
consciousness acknowledge the existence of barriers that prevent Black and Latinx students from 
realizing their full potential (Castagno, 2014; Gorski, 2011). Perhaps more importantly, school 
and district leaders who make decisions that race conscious also acknowledge that the school 
personnel and systems within the school play a role in oppressing Black and Latinx students 
(Castagno; Green & Dantley, 2013). In the case of the Fairdale District, specifically at the 
Highland campus, the race-conscious approach opened doors for a great many students who were 
previously overlooked and, when compared to their White and Asian peers, were 
disproportionately disadvantaged when it came to the opportunity to take advantage of enrolling 
in AP coursework.  
To the students who participated in the focus groups, the benefits of access to AP 
curriculum went beyond the academic opportunities and toward social-emotional development. 
That is, the findings from the focus group revealed that the success was not in the grade. Yes, for 
most students, their version of success was an A in the AP course; however, they would rather 
earn a C in an AP course than an A in a non-AP course. Students enjoyed the challenges of 
project-based learning and independence that they experienced in an AP course. The students’ 
sentiments both make sense in the fact that they confirm previous findings that show honors and 
AP coursework are more rigorous in that they demand more of students’ use of critical thinking 
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skills, creativity, and independence; whereas, lower tracked (e.g., non-AP) coursework tends to 
be more skill-driven and remediated (Conley, 2011). According to the students, their non-AP 
coursework was often worksheet and lecture-driven. They admitted feeling bored and 
unmotivated. All students, even those reluctant to take an AP course, said they were glad they 
enrolled and that they planned on enrolling in more—even if it meant facing the same systemic 
challenges addressed in the previous section.  
 District and school leaders of Fairdale are making strides in terms of outreach to Black 
and Latinx students and their parents in that the intent is clear: to address inequitable access. To 
address this issue, leaders put initiatives in place that created a race-conscious approaches to 
recruitment, implementing supports, and developing mindset of all stakeholders. In all instances, 
however, the development does not go much further than the surface of the problem. That is, 
none of the initiatives address the systemic issues that fall under the purview of the school 
leaders: social emotional supports, building connections with students among staff and within the 
curriculum, developing relationships with parents for the purposes of advancing their students. 
There are options for improvement, and the following section will make recommendations for 
consideration not only to leaders in this district but to all leaders who seek to create racial equity.  
Recommendations for Practice 
 The findings in this case study show that school leaders in the district intend to address 
racial inequities, but the extent to which they do so is limited by an emphasis on technical fixes 
and less attention to broader, systemic issues that prevent Black and Latinx students from wholly 
accessing the AP coursework. One finding from this research study was that “whole access” 
includes not only enrollment in rigorous coursework but also a feeling of inclusion and 
connectivity with peers, curriculum, and the school community. The sections that follow will 
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make recommendations for steps leaders can take to both identify systemic racial issues and 
facilitate equitable access for all students.  
Equity audits and eliminating colorblind practices. Scott (2001) explained that 
systemic equity is “transformed ways in which systems and individuals habitually operate to 
ensure that every learner has the greatest opportunity to learn enhanced by the resources and 
supports necessary to achieve . . . for school and for life” (p. 6). The findings in this research 
show that, although there are attempts to increase access and equity for Black and Latinx 
students in the Fairdale District, the district and school leaders are placing more emphasis on the 
technical pieces related to equity rather than the systemic. In theory, the additional supports of 
extended time, preparatory summer camps, courses with extended time, and increased 
communication to the home are good for students and parents, but they are problematic in that 
the decision-making behind offering the supports is colorblind because there is no record of 
discussion as to how to best implement each support. If the goal is to seek out particular 
groups—in the focus of this case, Black and Latinx—in the spirit of systemic equity, it is 
imperative that district and school leaders consider the unique needs of those particular groups of 
students.  
In order to consider those needs, one recommendation is the implementation of equity 
audits—a more formalized system that seeks to identify the broader, systemic issues that prevent 
students from accessing the resources provided by the school. An effective means of assessing 
the deeper, systemic issues is by including not only faculty and administration on committees, 
but also inviting the voices of students and parents (Skrla et al., 2009; Theoharis, 2009). After 
all, and families are first-hand sources who can identify inequities related to personal connection 
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to curriculum, perception on teacher mindset, and explaining why attendance at meetings or in 
resource centers is low.  
 Public reflection. In the collection of the data, it became clear that there were critical 
elements related to racial equity that were only discussed in pockets rather than in public. 
Students, for example, communicated that they were approached by adults, but that there was no 
discussion of equity. In fact, they did not even realize there was a formal initiative in place. 
School and district leaders admitted to not discussing racial equity with staff, so as not to distract 
from the larger initiative. Essentially, this avoidance of critical dialogue about racial inequity 
feeds a culture of politeness, ignores the role of power, and defers to the status quo of 
maintaining schools as White spaces (Castagno, 2014; Delpit, 2006; Horsford, 2014; Theoharis, 
2009). When it comes to addressing racial inequities in diverse school settings, the conversation 
can be uncomfortable (Theoharis & Haddix, 2013), but a school leader’s public reflection and 
transparency are essential because they model an urgency to acknowledge inequitable systems 
and a willingness to take action (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016; Gorski, 2011; Jean-Marie & 
Mansfield, 2013).  
 Disempowering the role of Whiteness. Previous sections called for equity audits, public 
reflection, and elimination of colorblind practices. Findings in this case study underscore that in 
order to begin removing colorblind practices, it is essential for school leaders to acknowledge the 
powerful and oppressive role of Whiteness within the culture of a school community. In diverse 
educational settings, the White-dominant culture can promote exclusionary practices and 
inadvertently oppress members of the non-dominant culture (Castagno, 2015), but it is important 
to note that acknowledgement of this power structure in schools is the beginning of changing 
conditions for minoritized student populations (Delpit, 1995). Specifically, it is important for 
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leaders to publicly reflect and facilitate dialogue on not only the historically oppressive role of 
Whiteness in schools, but also a critique of their own context and contribution to an oppressive 
system (Fraise & Brooks, 2015).  
As part of the reflection, strong leaders invite other stakeholders, especially non-White, 
to “co-construct a new dynamic” between dominant and non-dominant cultures (Fraise & 
Brooks, 2015, p. 15). The net gain in the acknowledgement of oppression and practice of 
engaging others leading change that focuses on acculturation rather than assimilation is that 
doing so helps all stakeholders engage in a critical process that challenges and changes systemic 
inequities and focus on solutions that honor and empower all members of the community (Freire, 
2000; 2005). Ideally, the outcomes include creating systems that diversify classrooms beyond 
merely increasing numbers, but also creating educational environments that encourage curricular 
connectivity for all students by adapting content to represent the diversity of the school culture 
and systems of support that accommodate the needs of all student groups (Khalifa et al., 2016; 
Welton et al., 2015).  
 Know the stakeholders. Given the recommendations of public reflection and 
engagement of all stakeholders, it is important for school leaders to engage in processes that 
allow them and the staff members within the school to better understand the students and 
families they serve and the inequities they face within the school community (Carter et al., 2017; 
Modica, 2015). One recommendation is that leaders use communication with minoritized 
students and their families as opportunities to engage in a dialogic process that seeks better 
understanding of what is needed rather than opportunities to simply “educate” parents as to the 
goings on within the school community (Castagno, 2015; Khalifa et al., 2016). However formal 
or informal the interactions, leaders can both capitalize on learning more about the needs of 
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minoritized students and strengthening trust and relationships by bringing the work outside of the 
school and into the community (Khalifa et al., 2016; Stevenson, 2014; Theoharis, 2007). For the 
purposes of assessing equity, both informal conversations and formal interviews or focus group 
settings communicate a sense of urgency for non-dominant stakeholders and provide valuable 
context for prioritizing culturally conscious responses and supports for Black and Latinx students 
(Green & Gooden, 2014; Khalifa et al., 2016; Skrla et al., 2009) 
Mindset and action. Too often, school leaders and personnel get bogged down in the 
talk of inequity without really addressing the deficit mindsets and practices that exist within the 
school community (Brooks, 2012; Gorski, 2011; Skrla et al., 2009). In the context of school, 
most deficit mindsets and practices on the parts of teachers, counselors, and school leaders are 
unintentional and surface in seemingly innocuous ways: concern for students because of access 
to supports outside of school, coded language, fear of failure for students’ abilities to access 
material, following the curriculum. In each of these cases, deficit practice places the burden of 
failure on the students without requiring the adults to reflect and change their own practices. 
Practice, however, is as much at the core of change as mindset (Dweck, 2016). Although there 
are factors that negatively affect student performance and cannot be controlled by school 
personnel (e.g., socioeconomic status), there are just as many that can positively affect students 
from the school level. School leaders have the power to lead change insofar as exposing systemic 
racial inequities (Castagno, 2014) and changing mindset and practice through ongoing 
development (Dweck; Skrla et al., 2009). Additionally, school leaders have the power to both 
assess teacher mindset and see practice in action, and with that, have the power to make 
decisions as to which teachers have the right mindsets for the school community and students 
(Brooks, 2012; Gorski, 2011). What is needed, however, is an ongoing commitment to actually 
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develop staff and programs, assess attitudes and behaviors, and act when attitudes and behaviors 
of leaders, teachers, or staff members adversely affect the experiences or outcomes of students 
(Khalifa et al., 2016). 
Go beyond compositional diversity—redefine “access” and “success.” One conflict in 
this research is that the definition of success in an AP class is earning a score of 3 or higher on 
the exam. The leaders in this school district, however, have determined that the real success for 
underrepresented student populations is the enrollment in the more rigorous coursework. This 
district-specific definition is encouraging to students, but beneath the surface of the intention is 
the perpetuation of coded, colorblind language for low expectations and assumes deficiencies in 
students because it does not address the actual expectations for achievement in the course 
(Castagno, 2014; Dixson, 2011; Horsford, 2014). Additionally, coding “success” as enrollment 
places an overemphasis on numerical integration without calling on leaders and teachers to 
change practices in order to facilitate whole access and racial integration in planning, curriculum, 
pedagogy that would open opportunities for all students to experience success in terms of 
academic outcomes (Welton, 2013). In this case, the enrollment numbers benefit the image of the 
school district, but the failure to implement the systemic changes and supports for more students 
to experience success as determined by colleges and universities calls to question the definition 
of “access.”  
In terms of this case and other studies (Fraise & Brooks, 2015; Welton, 2013; Welton et 
al., 2015), the concept of “access” is becoming an increasingly colorblind term. That is, as 
previously noted, school leaders tend to think of the concept strictly in terms of numbers. 
However, whole access has as much to do with how they feel while they are in class, seeing 
themselves in the curriculum, and having opportunities to engage with peers of all backgrounds 
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(Welton, et al., 2015). In AP courses, as members of the dominant culture, White students have 
the advantage of having a sense of ownership of the curriculum and the rules that govern it 
(Castagno, 2014; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Stevenson, 2014). Failure on the parts of leaders to 
consider the systemic barriers that prohibit whole access for all students further marginalizes 
Black and Latinx student populations and does little to address “access” as it applies to the 
achievement gap (Horsford, 2014). Without leadership that both recognizes systemic, racial 
inequities and moves beyond the surface to address those inequities, Black and Latinx students 
are left to work through the system on their own, create their own systems of support in the 
absence of school leaders providing them, and persist in school systems that leave them feeling 
invisible or as outsiders in their own schools (Castagno, 2014; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Dixson, 
2015; Welton et al., 2015).  
Implications 
The aim for this study was to highlight both the barriers Black and Latinx students face 
when accessing rigorous curriculum and the role leaders play in dismantling those barriers. 
Ultimately, the study revealed that there are still more barriers than benefits when it comes to 
access because there are still systemic inequities that prevent Black and Latinx students to 
experience whole access of the curriculum. When I consider the implications of this research in 
terms of applying it to policies at state and national levels, I need look no further than leadership 
preparation programs and two notable public policies: Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and 
the adoption of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and the Next Generation Science 
Standards (NGSS).  
 Equity lens in leadership preparation programs. Currently, the requirements for 
components of leadership preparation programs are determined at state levels, and although there 
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is an uptick in universities including components of equity and social justice in their school 
leadership programs, this is by no means a national trend (Johnson & Campbell-Stephens, 2014); 
Trujillo & Cooper, 2014). Trending can even be a problem within a single state. In their study of 
three programs in California, for example, Trujillo and Cooper found that there were 
inconsistencies in how racial equity was defined both across and within leadership programs. 
Further, they found that the amount of time potential leaders spent working with and solving 
equity-focused challenges varied as well (Trujillo & Cooper, 2014).  
Still, Gooden and O’Doherty (2015) found intentional focus on equity within school 
leadership programs, showed signs of developing leaders who were more committed to 
establishing race-conscious decision making as the status quo in their leadership practices and 
throughout their schools. Further, participants in their study who engaged in personal and public 
reflection of their own racial identity and how it may interact with school environments reported 
feeling inspired to act as agents of change in schools (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015). Neither 
study, however, followed participants or included results that articulated the benefits of such 
leader preparation programs when applied to actual school communities. There is already a trend 
of talk without action by leaders within schools, but perhaps policies that build programs that 
equip aspiring leaders with tools that teach them how to recognize inequities, to lead reflection, 
and to design solutions that focus on eradicating root causes instead of implementing technical 
fixes would improve educational systems that deny access to all students (Khalifa et al., 2016).  
Multicultural Education as leadership reform. Banks (1993) first posed the 
application of Multicultural Education as a means not of reforming curriculum, but schools 
entirely through classroom instruction. He asserted that agents of change within the classroom 
adapt their teaching to meet the needs of all students; empower students through challenging 
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them to recognize societal and personal biases that influence personal actions and societal rules; 
teaching students to recognize, understand, navigate, and challenge the cause and effect 
relationship between pervasive cultural biases, assumptions, and the world; and empower school 
culture by removing practices that stand in the way of success for all students (e.g., groupings, 
accessibility to staff and resources). Multicultural Education examines the power structure 
between students and teachers, teachers and administrators. Equity pedagogy, a critical 
component of Multicultural Education, is a collaborative approach to education that makes the 
learning co-constructed between students and teachers because it values the “autobiographical 
experience” of learners as a means of developing an understanding of the curriculum and the 
world around them (Banks, 1993; McGee-Banks & Banks, 1995, p. 153). Essentially, the work 
of Multicultural Education relieves the teachers of and transfers power to students by 
acknowledging students and their cultures as assets to the curriculum, classroom environment, 
and the construct of learning. This collaborative, multicultural approach to learning need not be 
limited to the classroom.  
The previous subsection asserted that equity-minded reform to school leadership 
programs is much needed. The research within this case study showed that well-intentioned 
leaders wished to create equitable academic environments, but failed to do so because of 
colorblindness and ill-informed technical solutions to systemic problems. Multicultural 
Education, however, presents a construct for school leaders in terms of both setting purpose and 
providing a framework for how removing racial barriers is a collaborative process that involves 
leaders, teachers, and students educating one another in order to inform decisions that change 
systems for the benefit of the whole school community.  
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Rethinking national policy and practice. ESSA makes the promise of equity—
especially for “America’s disadvantaged and high-need students” (US Department of Education 
[DOE], 2015). Further, it requires that all students be “taught to high academic standards that 
prepare them for college” (DOE). The DOE does not clearly define “disadvantaged,” but for the 
sake of this research, it is fair to say that students who have been historically and 
disproportionately excluded from access to rigorous curriculum are at a disadvantage. The 
findings in this study show that district and school leaders are attempting to pave roads for Black 
and Latinx students that lead to rigorous coursework. However, the data collected also shows 
evidence of systemic racial issues that are consistent with findings in other research that notes 
that Black and Latinx students are “typically tracked to remedial courses and underrepresented in 
advanced courses” (Welton, 2013, p. 10). Students in this study were either put in positions 
where they were underrepresented in AP courses or placed in a de facto tracked extended time 
AP course, disproportionately populated by Black and Latinx students. In those cases, students 
had disparate experiences because one teacher maintained high expectations and worked to 
address systemic, racial issues, while the other teacher changed nothing about practice and 
communicated low expectations for the students.  
The CCSS and NGSS both address a more holistic view of “access” for students that 
charges district and school leaders with ensuring access not only to rigorous curriculum, but 
especially to curriculum to which all students can relate. For example, the NGSS “All Standards 
All Students” describes a deliberate shift from preference for the “dominant” group in schools 
and curriculum (Lee, Miller, & Januszyk, 2014). This group acknowledged that, “Even where the 
dominant group(s) is the numerical minority, the privileging of their academic backgrounds 
persists,” that curriculum shows to White values, and that the exclusion or omission of “non-
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dominant” groups—in the case of NGSS, those groups include “students from major racial and 
ethnic groups” (NGSS, 2013). In the case of this study, however, students described feeling 
disconnected from the curriculum and the conversation. It seems that, even when Black and 
Latinx students were in an AP classroom, their access was limited by exclusion from the 
conversation by teachers and peers or from the curriculum, altogether.  
Recommendations for Further Research 
In terms of recommendations for further research, there appears to be a dearth of 
literature that appropriately addresses what, exactly, school leaders are doing to address systemic 
racial inequities in ways that go deeper than the surface and have long-term, positive effects for 
non-dominant groups. However, there is research that provides frameworks for collecting 
information and addressing systemic racial inequities in schools (Brooks, 2011; Lange et al., 
2012; Skrla et al., 2009). In spite of this research and policies enacted and standards in place, 
there still exists a wider body of literature that speaks to the systemic, racial inequities that 
remain steadfast in the wake of school-based technical fixes (Fraise & Brooks, 2015; Welton, 
2013; Welton et al. 2015).   
There are components of this research, however, that bring to light the need for additional 
data gathering and reporting on school leaders who implement whole-scale, race-conscious 
policy and decision-making. Students in this study articulated positive responses as a result of 
race-conscious recruitment practices, but they also lamented a series of oversights that, 
ultimately, are tethered to district and school leaders when it comes to whole access to academic 
rigor. Additional reporting on school leaders who are successful—even if not entirely so—may 
identify concrete practices that create equitable academic experiences for all students. A pushing 
off point for such research already exists in that there is currently research on leadership 
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programs with equity-minded curricula (Gooden & O’Doherty , 2015; Trujillo & Cooper, 2014);  
however, the research that follows and tracks the success and efficacy of leaders who completed 
those programs has yet-to-be published.  
Reflection on and Critique of the Conceptual Framework 
 The intention of the Systemic Racial Equity (SRE) conceptual framework within the 
context of this case study was to highlight specific components and leadership practices within 
school systems that allow for all students to access rigorous coursework. Essentially, the tenets 
of the framework were informed by research and literature that focus on leadership practices, 
school environments, and inequities within schools. Although there were flecks of the framework 
that were validated beyond the available literature, when I consider the findings, I believe the 
framework requires some additions and further considerations. Specifically, a reimagined 
framework would be more explicit in terminology and identification of effective leadership 
practices. As I reflect, I consider the four key tenets:  
 When selecting students for AP coursework, school personnel race conscious decision-
making increases access for Black and Latinx students.  
 Rigorous curriculum is diverse and inclusive of all students. 
 Deficit mindsets are obstacles for universal student access. 
 Antiracist school leaders engage in practices that acknowledge existing racial inequities 
and remove barriers for marginalized student populations within the school community.   
 
 The first tenet of the SRE framework was supported both in the literature and in this case 
study. The aim of the school leaders at both the district and school levels was to increase access 
in the AP courses at their schools to enrollments that reflect the diversity of the school and 
district. Those efforts were successful in terms of both numbers and what students reported. The 
enrollments over a 2-year period, during which school leaders practiced race conscious selection 
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criteria, increased for both Black and Latinx student groups. Additionally, the students reported 
appreciation for the challenge of such coursework. Both the increase in numbers and the attitudes 
of the students with regard to enrolling in the course indicate physical access has proven 
beneficial for enrollment numbers and students.  
 The term “access,” however, needs to be more explicitly defined. In fact, a clearer 
explanation of access within the framework would better inform the entire framework. The focus 
on this word is important because what the findings revealed was that “access” goes beyond 
simple enrollment and speaks to students really being included in the entire experience—within 
the curriculum, with peers, recognized by teachers, feeling a part of the school community. If 
given the option to rewrite the framework before the research began, I would be more explicit in 
making clear that it is incumbent on school leaders to ensure that systemic racial equity means 
that all students have whole access not only to the curriculum but to all the supports offered 
within the school—both academic and social emotional.  
Along with a broader definition of access, I would reconsider the placement of “race 
conscious.”  By placing it only within the first component of the framework, I suggest that race 
consciousness is not needed anywhere else. Clearly, this is untrue. A key finding from the 
research was that, ultimately, most failures in either results or as reported by students were 
tethered to school leaders’ oversight, or lack thereof, when it came to thinking about what was 
best for students and families. Often, good intentions were driven by colorblind decision making, 
and the net results included underutilized supports and frustrated stakeholders. Broadening the 
inclusion of race consciousness would not have changed the findings, but doing so would have 
allowed for a more thorough application of the framework throughout findings and discussion.  
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The more explicit emphasis on certain terminology also speaks to the last point of the 
framework. The language of “engage in practices” is too vague. In many ways, the vagueness is 
a reflection of what occurred in the schools included in this case study. Naming some specific, 
equity-focused practices would have provided me with more opportunities to vet the work at 
each of the schools against a more specific component in the framework. On hindsight, instead 
of referring to “practices,” I would revise the framework to note that antiracist leaders keep race 
at the heart of conversations within the school community; recognize oppressive systems in 
school, and challenge stakeholders who fail to see inequities. More specificity in this regard 
would have allowed me to delve deeper about the school leaders’ attitudes with regard to specific 
practices and reflect on their own work in the school community.  
Conclusion 
 This case study examined the initiative within a suburban school district to address racial 
inequities in terms of minoritized students’ abilities to access rigorous, AP curriculum. The 
findings suggest that, best intentions aside, school leaders can only remove racial barriers if they 
are willing to rework systems rather than implement technical fixes. This research supports the 
existing literature in showing that, in spite of existing frameworks and wide bodies of literature 
highlighting systemic inequities for Black and Latinx students, school leaders rely on colorblind 
decision making to drive decisions. In doing so, they fail to account for the diverse needs of their 
student populations.  
 Although the leaders of the sites included in this case study did not create systemic 
change that led to whole access for all students in the AP courses, the findings did show that, at 
least in one case, race conscious decision making can yield gains. Additionally, this case serves 
as information for leaders, practitioners, and policy makers in that it uses student perspectives to 
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highlight barriers that do exist and are within the control of school personnel. Based on those 
barriers, the study makes recommendations that might push the much needed discourse and even 
more needed action to redress systemic racial inequities within school environments.  
Final Thoughts 
 Throughout the interviews in the research, a phrase that participants used more than once 
was, “Nobody wants to see how the sausage gets made.” As a food enthusiast, researcher, and 
practitioner, this resonated with me. The implication of the phrase is that nobody wants to see the 
process because it can be gross, ugly, and observers of that process may be subject to findings 
that unlock mysteries or realities that are unpleasant to look at. My position, however, is that, 
regardless of the arena, creators must understand the process and all of the ingredients that go 
into a final product. Within the context of this research, I contend that it is the responsibility of 
all leaders, but especially White school leaders and educators, to more fully engage in learning 
about all that goes into making up an educational environment. At the very least, doing so will 
shine a much-needed light on the systemic inequities that exist in schools for non-White 
students, their families, and staff. More ideally, the exposure of inequities will lead to dialogue 
and action. 
 Through this research, specifically through the student focus groups, one thing of which I 
became acutely aware was that I have been raised in a school system where I had the privilege of 
learning in communities where the majority of students and teachers looked like me and shared 
similar experiences. The curriculum and the rules were designed with White culture in mind. For 
me, there was no code switching or fear of feeling ignored.  
In gathering information for the literature review, there was a litany of sources that 
supported this assertion. However, there is a significant difference in reading about versus 
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directly engaging with students in a conversation about their experience with racism in school 
Doing so allowed me to personalize information with faces and names, to ask follow-up 
questions, to remind myself that even racial consciousness is not enough. The Black and Latinx 
students in this study highlighted inequities that were both systemic and deeply personal. I am 
grateful for their willingness to speak candidly and for making me aware of the fact that the best 
I could do for the research was share their stories and represent their voices as accurately as 
possible because my privilege bars me from truly understanding some of their difficulties. Even 
as I wrote, I wondered if my lens as a White researcher filtered out essential details.  
 This research was about students, but the interviews I had with some of the Black and 
Latinx staff members at each school extended my learning because they made clear that my 
privilege extends to my current work in schools. Their words underscored the fact that in the 
absence of systemic change, it is people who are forced to change. The focus of our discussion 
was always on students, but these adult participants made it clear that the negative effects of 
growing in a system that shows deference only to a dominant culture are long lasting, regardless 
of the setting beyond schools. They recognized the inequities students experience in their schools 
but also communicated hesitancy to challenge teachers and other team members in conversations 
about race. This was not because they have been silenced in their current positions but rather, as 
Black and Latinx staff members, they recalled prior experiences and feared stigmatization or that 
voiced concerns would fall on deaf ears. In this case, I cannot help but make the connection 
between these adults and the students who shared similar sentiments about their experiences in 
the classroom.  
I am grateful to have had the opportunity to engage with other professionals in ways I 
rarely do with my colleagues. Through this experience, I have become aware that, like my school 
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experience, my identity as a White male in a professional setting affords me the luxuries of not 
being asked to speak as a representative of all who look like me or of not worrying about 
censorship for fear that I will be marginalized for dissenting against the dominant culture. As a 
result, I’ve become more aware of the role I play in either advancing that status quo or disrupting 
it in the interest of evolving our school community.  
Ultimately, this research provided one more piece of work to the wide body of existing 
literature that articulates the systemic racial inequities within the school system that negatively 
affect non-White stakeholders. The research, however, also noted that mere acknowledgement 
was not enough, that a technical fix serves as triage, not as a cure. The research is a call to action 
to engage with the stakeholders in our school and broader communities. As a member of a school 
community it is my responsibility, all of our responsibilities, to get beneath the surface and look 
for what we already know exists but are afraid to talk about; identify the racism and racial 
inequities that exist within the system, our mindsets, discourse, rules and curriculum; stop talking 
and change what is ugly and divisive in schools, knowing that the losses of unearned privilege 
for one group benefit the greater good.  
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Appendix A 
Interview Protocol 
 
Interview Questions for Teachers and Administrators 
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me to discuss the AP program and student 
supports at your school. Before we begin, I want to ask you to respond to a few statements 
indicating your understanding or agreement, okay?  
 
First, I would like to record this interview in order to ensure all information is accurate. Do 
I have your permission to record this interview?  
 
I also want to assure you that your name, the name of this school, the names of teachers, 
students, other personnel of this school, will not be used anywhere in this research. When 
appropriate, pseudonyms will be used. Do you have any questions about that?  
 
Have you read and signed the consent form to participate in this interview?  
Do you have any questions about the consent form or this research?  
 
Are you a willing participant in this research and interview?  
 
Do you understand that this should take somewhere between 45-60 minutes, but that you 
may stop the interview at any time?  
 
The first few questions are going to ask you to talk about your position at this school and 
your general involvement with the AP program.  
1. What is your job title, and could you please describe your role at this school? 
2. How long have you worked here?  
a. How has your role changed over time?  
3. What is your level of involvement with the Advanced Placement program?  
a. For how long have you been involved with AP? 
The next set of questions will ask you to think about the AP program recruitment and the 
way information about AP course offerings is distributed.  
4. What role does the school administration play in developing programs for student 
recruitment and support?  
5. When discussing the AP student population, does the school leadership discuss diversity 
in the AP program? 
a. If yes, describe the conversations.  
b. If no, do you think this is necessary?  
6. Do you believe diversity in an AP program important? Why/not?  
7. Describe some of the strengths of the AP program at your school.  
a. Deliberately open, but if needed...with regard to the courses, supports for 
students, recruitment, enrollment, etc.  
 194 
b. Follow-up: Thank you. Since you’ve identified those as strengths, what do you 
think makes those particular ______________ stand out? What makes them 
effective?  
8. When you think about the AP program, are there some areas of concern or areas that need 
more attention, revamping?  
a. See 4A for specific areas 
b. What recommendations do you have for improving those things you’ve pointed 
out?  
9. How do students find out about AP course offerings? 
a. Possible follow-up: Does the school recruit actively? Is it all done with 
counselors? 
10. Recruiting aside, what are some other means of information sharing or communication 
about AP course offerings?  
a. Parent meetings? Information sessions?  
b. What has the response been from students? From parents?  
c. If there is communication with parents, into what languages is it translated?  
d. Have you notice who shows up for information sessions? Is it representative of 
your student body? If so, does school personnel take steps to make that happen? If 
not, which student groups are underrepresented?  
e. Is there specific outreach to any demographic groups, in particular?  
11. In your opinion, what school-based initiatives prove effective for recruiting students?  
a. Describe the recruitment and support programs you school offers that are 
particularly successful for Black and Latinx students  
12. In your opinion, what school-based initiatives are ineffective? What can be done to 
improve them?  
13. Are there any recruiting or informational initiatives that are overlooked?  
a. If there are underrepresented groups, do you think school personnel are aware? 
Students? Parents?  
b. How explicit is the school in addressing outreach for underrepresented groups?  
i. Staff?  
ii. Students/parents?  
The next set of questions will ask you to think about the preparedness and attitudes of 
students and teachers who work in AP courses.  
14. Describe your ideal AP student.  
15. Describe your ideal AP cohort.  
16. Describe the qualities of the ideal AP teacher.  
17. Do you believe all students can be successful in AP coursework?  
18. What, in your opinion, is the end goal of offering AP coursework to students? Would 
administration (or teachers) echo that sentiment?  
19. Think about the school’s efforts to recruit a diverse body of student for AP courses. How 
well prepared are students to take AP courses?  
a. In what ways are they strong?  
b. Where do they need better preparation?  
20. How well equipped are teachers to teach a body of students with diverse needs in an AP 
class?  
a. Explain this response. 
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b. What, if any, additional supports to teachers need?  
21. Do you believe the changing body of students is the result of school or individual 
initiative?  
22. Do you believe it is possible to have an AP curriculum in all AP classes that reflects the 
diversity of the student body?  
a. Any examples / where have you seen this happen?  
b. Is the design of that curricula intentional or organic?  
23. Would all students say they feel represented in the curriculum? Why or why not?  
24. Would all students say they can feel successful in AP courses?  
a. If so, why would they say that?  
b. If not, why not?  
25. Would current AP teachers (or administrators) at this school say the same?  
The next set of questions will ask you to think about supports for struggling students 
enrolled in AP coursework.  
26. Think about the struggles students have with AP coursework. What are the greatest 
pitfalls for students who struggle? 
27. Do you believe those struggles can be addressed and remedied? Why or why not?  
28. Do you believe students are prepared for or informed about those struggles ahead of 
time?  
29. Do you believe Black and Latinx students struggle more than their White peers? If so, in 
what ways?  
30. Are there protocols for identifying struggling students?  
a. If they are identified, what are the protocols?  
b. What does the follow-up look like?  
31. Are there interventions for students who face challenges in AP?  
a. Specify.  
b. Who is in charge of interventions?  
c. Is student participation voluntary or mandatory?  
32. Which interventions do you believe are the most effective?  
a. Why?   
b. Who do those interventions benefit most?  
33. Which interventions are ineffective? Why?  
34. Which interventions are overlooked?  
35. Is there anything else you feel I should know or someone else you think I should speak 
to?  
The last set of questions will ask you to think about how individuals at your school discuss race: 
36. Do members of the school community ever talk about race within the context of the 
school?  
a. Who leads those discussions?  
b. What is the substance of those discussions?  
c. What is the role of the school or district leadership in leading those discussions?  
37. Do you know of any formalized systems or programs that focus on race in this school?  
38. Is it important to talk about race? Why/why not?  
39. Are there systems in the school that are racially inequitable?  
a. If yes, please explain.  
b. If no, why? Has the school done something to address it?  
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40. What do you see is your responsibility in discussing race in school or in class?  
41. Would students agree with (see above statement)?  
 
Thank you for your time today. This interview will be transcribed, and I will share a copy 
of your responses with you to verify accuracy.  
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Appendix B 
Possible Student Focus Group Questions 
 
 Grades, years, AP courses enrolled in 
 Did you know about AP before you came to high school?  
 Did you want to take AP? Why/why not?  
 Did someone approach you to take AP? What was that like?  
 How many were approached more than once? What was that like?  
 Would you have enrolled if someone hadn’t approached you? Why/Why not?  
 There’s a lot of talk about mindset. What does that mean to you?  
 How do you know if a teacher has growth mindset?  
 Tell me about your experience in AP class… 
o What do you like about it?  
o What don’t you like?  
o Would you rather take AP or non? What if it meant getting a C or an A?  
o Were you prepared?  
o What about supports? Any at school or home?  
o Is it important for your parents that you take these classes? Why/not? 
 Are the classes balanced? Mostly White? Mostly Black/Latinx? 
 What is that like?  
 Is that what it’s like in most of your classes?  
 Does that make a difference to you? Why/why not?  
 What about the curriculum? Were you prepared?  
 Who do you go to when you’re frustrated?  
 Do you think race/racism is an issue in class? In this school?  
 Tell me more… 
 Who do you go to when you need support?  
 What is one piece of advice you would give to school leaders that would make things 
better? 
 
 
